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PROLOGUE


Just as a fun little thought experiment, imagine a man kidnaps your entire family and slowly tortures them to death over the course of several weeks.

And let’s say that, soon after their flayed and defiled corpses are discovered, the police call with good news: The perpetrator has been arrested. The even better news, says the friendly officer on the phone, is that you will be spared the ordeal of a lengthy trial. “The monster is dead,” says the cop. “You can rest easy knowing his reign of terror is over.” You ask him how exactly the psychopath met his end, hoping a SWAT team just opened fire after declaring the shitbird’s breathing to be a form of resisting arrest. The officer cheerfully explains that your family’s killer is alive and well; he has simply been given the Treatment.

This Treatment, he explains, is a miracle cure for crime that has proven to be 100 percent effective. With a single dose, all destructive impulses instantly and permanently leave the patient. The man who tortured and murdered your loved ones is now scientifically incapable of ever doing anything like that again. The rest of his body, mind, and memories remain exactly as before, but the Treatment has perfectly removed his ability to do evil. “This of course means he will not be spending any time in prison,” says the policeman. “The goal of prison is reform and this man has already been reformed to a state of moral perfection. When I said the ‘monster’ was dead earlier, I meant it metaphorically, that his monstrous impulses have been laid to rest. I probably should have made that clearer.”

“I’m sorry,” you say, your hand trembling over the empty crib next to your cold, lonely bed, “are you saying the killer is going to walk free?”

“Why wouldn’t he? There is no threat to public safety whatsoever.”

“B-but what about deterrence,” you say, quickly losing control over the volume of your voice as you stare into your daughter’s dark, empty bedroom across the hall. You note the blood-splattered stuffed bunny on her pillow, the one the killer mailed to you a week after they all went missing. “He needs to suffer, to show other predators we don’t tolerate this kind of atrocity!”

This is met with a dismissive chuckle from the other end. “Heh, it appears you are behind the times! They’ve analyzed the data and we can say with total certainty that imprisoning, killing, or otherwise punishing this perpetrator will have absolutely zero effect on any other potential crimes or victims.”

You angrily fling the phone across the room. To clear your head, you go for a walk downtown but immediately spot the medically reformed killer out with his pretty new girlfriend, the pair giggling and eating ice cream. The brutalized corpses of your family flash through your mind, their bodies degraded in every conceivable way and several more ways that cannot be conceived.

So here is the first question: Would you be at peace with the absence of a punishment, knowing that all logical reasons for such punishment are gone, that inflicting harm on this man would only increase the total amount of suffering in the world?

I strongly suspect that you would not, in fact, be at peace, that you would instead sense that beyond all law and logic there is an imbalance in the universe that must be restored, that this injustice will scream and throb like an infected wound until rectified. It is as if there is a debt that must be paid, a bill that would remain outstanding even in the absence of any human laws or holy commandments to codify it.

Let us now say that you progress through the five stages of grief and proceed to the unwritten sixth stage: turning yourself into a finely tuned machine of unrelenting vengeance. You quit your job and use the life insurance payout to spend the next year devising the perfect retribution. You stop speaking to your friends, you abandon all previous hobbies, and disavow your faith in the god that failed to stop all this. Finally, you set your plan in motion, tailing the killer to the zoo. You watch as he laughs at the silly monkeys with a newer, even prettier girlfriend. He is wearing a tuxedo and a top hat and boasts to nearby strangers about how he has just won the lottery.

You’ve practiced all this, you know exactly how to make it look like an accident. You execute a well-choreographed trip that bumps the killer over the rail into the hyena exhibit. He shrieks as the predators slowly devour him, chewing him from the extremities in, savoring the thrashing of their prey as much as the meat. “Payback’s a bitch,” you mumble, vaguely remember having heard it in an old action movie.

But this only brings us to our second question: Who exactly has been paid back?

Not the victims; they remain dead and there is no way to know if their souls have found any kind of solace in this act of retribution. As for you, your home remains just as cold, silent, and empty as before. Not even society can claim to have been repaid, as it is now short one more able body.

We all use terms like getting even as if there is an unseen ledger to be balanced, but who keeps this ledger? Who is it that demands that pain be repaid with pain? As you watch the hyenas do their work, you try not to think about how the “payback” you just referenced is not so much a debt as a kind of hunger, a maw that was salivating for this suffering. You sense that some powerful entity is now satiated by your actions, though even with a gun to your head you couldn’t say for certain whether its food is justice or agony.

Anyway, that’s just a thought experiment, it didn’t actually happen to me. What I witnessed was much worse and, I’m warning you right now, you should not read any further if you are in any kind of emotionally fragile place or have recently eaten. What follows is an unflinching look at how the powerful can twist the rest of us into grotesque tools to serve their own diabolical ends and, as I feel the title makes clear, does not involve giant crabs at all.






42 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

Texting does to human communication what an outbreak of dysentery does to a ball pit. As such, I’m confident my friend John will be remembered by history as the master of texts that managed to create dozens of questions without imparting a single piece of actionable information. They literally subtracted knowledge from the world. Take this one that arrived at dawn on what was forecast to be the coldest day of the decade:

U up? Cops need us at spirit nothing to look at a log of body parts

The only part of that I understood was that we were needed at Spirit Nothing, which is what everyone called the abandoned department store across town that was vacant for the ten months of the year it wasn’t a Spirit Halloween. I definitely didn’t know what a log of body parts was or why it needed to be looked upon at this hour, by me or anyone else.

I sighed. The wind kicked up outside and a piercing jet of frigid air blew past my ear from the leaky window behind the bed.

A log of body parts, I thought. This is going to turn into a whole thing, I can feel it.

I’d been awake even before my phone’s incoming text chime had dinged. These days, I don’t really consume sleep as a full sit-down meal but rather as a series of random and unplanned snacks, like the passing grab from the huge sack of deep-discount Halloween candy I’d bought in mid-January. Still, I didn’t want to get up, mainly because I didn’t want to disturb Amy, who was out cold next to me with a washcloth over her eyes.

A second message dinged in, also from John, this one a short video. It was a top-down view of a round glass container, inside of which was a pale mass that was pulsing and swirling, bubbles bursting through stringy, fibrous layers. The accompanying text:

Joy is making sourdough its stinking up the whole house

I eased out of bed. Amy shifted but didn’t wake. On the nightstand next to her was a black cone, standing impossibly on its needle-tip, defying gravity. A “fan” had mailed it to us, along with a handwritten note claiming it could ward off evil, as if evil is a bothersome insect rather than the actions and impulses of people whose interests just happen to conflict with yours. We’d kept it because Amy had said she had fewer nightmares when sleeping next to it but also, how would you even get rid of such a thing? I could put it up on eBay, but what if it gets bought by some pervert to use in their fetish videos? Then a month later, that kindly fan stumbles across a clip of some nude freak spinning on his thoughtful gift? See, this is the kind of thing you have to worry about when you’re me.

It’s no wonder I can’t sleep.

I got dressed silently in the bathroom. Atop the toilet tank was a fake potted plant, one that somehow grew and sprouted new plastic leaves and, every once in a while, bloomed a red flower with MADE IN VIETNAM stamped in tiny letters on the back of one petal. Next to it was a prayer candle, on the side of which was a painting of Nicolas Cage in a Jesus robe, holding a baby lamb. I made a brief effort at flattening the knotted disaster that was my hair before giving up, figuring maybe everyone would blame the wind. I was about to walk out, then noticed Amy’s glasses on the sink. I held the smudged lenses up to the light above the medicine cabinet, then grabbed one of the alcohol wipes from the drawer and cleaned them. I did this every night after Amy was asleep. I once heard her bragging to friends that her new glasses must be made of some kind of advanced spot-resistant material.

I shut off the light and sneaked past the bed into the living room, passing the Christmas tree that I needed to take down but kept putting off. It was, after all, late January. Very late January, so late that today was February 10. I avoided the creakiest floorboard on the way to the front door and remembered to lock it behind me when I left, which would seem laughable in light of subsequent events.



The sunlit snow shimmered like a discarded angel’s robe around what I can only describe as a giant turd made of arms and legs.

I approached to find three uniformed cops muttering and wrinkling their noses around the snow-dusted fleshy mass, along with a woman in plain clothes who looked like she was rapidly replaying all of the life decisions that had brought her to this. The compacted loaf of severed human limbs came about up to my waist and was as long as two Toyota Camrys parked end to end. In it, I saw arms and legs and hands and feet, but no heads or torsos, unless those were all tucked into the center like the filling in a Twinkie. The parts were all stuck together with some kind of chunky yellowish muck, like chicken grease. It smelled about how you’d expect.

“It’s warm,” said one of the cops to no one in particular. “See the steam coming off that bit there? Must be fresh.”

We were in the parking lot of Spirit Nothing. I tried to remember what department store was here before it became vacant, but you probably don’t give a shit. I actually disagreed with what the cop said, as the limbs were dusted with snow that wasn’t melting on impact. I didn’t say anything, as this wasn’t the weather for arguments. Or anything else, really.

The plainclothes woman I assumed was a detective stepped toward me and said, “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m, uh, David. I think you called us. Or you called John and he—”

“I know I called. Who the fuck are you? When they showed me my desk, there was a Post-it note in the middle drawer with a number that said if something, quote, ‘freaky’ happens, I’m to call it. Then at the bottom it said, ‘Ignore the two dirtbags, talk to the redheaded girl, she’s smart.’ I don’t see any smart redheads around.”

“The other dirtbag is named John. He’s on his way, hopefully,” I said, little phantoms of steam escorting the words from my mouth. “The girl with the red hair is my girlfriend, Amy. I mean, she’s my, uh, permanent girlfriend, it’s not like a fleeting thing. Anyway, she’s still at home, asleep. She has a migraine and I didn’t want to bother her.”

The detective pointed at the loaf of body parts and said, “I’m sorry, did you not think that this was worth getting her out of bed?”

“Well, what happened was, John texted me with a message that said you needed us to look at a log of body parts and offered no other details. So I thought he was saying it was a ‘log’ like a written record. Like you wanted us to go over some paperwork or something.”

She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Lord,” she muttered, “give me strength.” She then looked back up at me and said, “You told me your names, but who are you?”

“Ah, local subject matter experts, I guess? We had a relationship with, well, the cop you replaced. The detective with the beautiful hair? Looked like an old-timey crooner? Kind of a dick?”

“What, was he slipping you cash under the table and logging it as paying off a CI?”

“Oh, no, he didn’t pay us.”

“You just volunteer in the name of civic duty?”

“No, he threatened to arrest us if we didn’t do his job for him.”

From behind me came a tinny recording of the song “Under the Sea” from the film The Little Mermaid.

Without turning around, I said, “Sounds like John’s here.”

John drove a vehicle that in its previous life had been a food truck that sold fresh shellfish. It still said SAM’S CLAM VAN on the side, over the slogan MEAT WITHOUT FEET. John had bought it at a police auction after the food truck was shut down by the city for hospitalizing exactly 100 percent of its customers. The music turned itself on and off at random, though John swore it kicked on when it detected danger. I have my doubts; I’ve seen how the human brain can pretend patterns exist where there are none, the way some people can claim to see bunny rabbits in the clouds or a moral trajectory to the universe.

The truck slid to a stop in the snow and coughed up John, who approached the group and the body parts log, squinting against the bitter wind and trying to light a cigarette with trembling fingers. He wore only a series of flannel shirts as protection against February’s attempt to turn his blood into a cherry Icee slush.

I squinted at him. “Where’s your coat?”

“Lost it in the fire.”

“What? What fire?”

“Dog knocked over a burn barrel. Burnt down Snake’s garage. I took off the coat because it got too hot standing around the flames waiting for the fire truck to get there. Somebody stole it.”

I saw now that he was actually wearing three T-shirts and three more flannel shirts on top of those, apparently thinking that, with enough layers, he could recreate the effect of a parka in the aggregate. He pulled out his video camera (though it technically wasn’t “his,” as it was issued to us by the production company we worked for) and made as if to start filming.

The detective pointed and said, “You turn that thing on, its next recording will be a 4K colonoscopy administered to you, by me.”

John put it away without protest, nodded toward the loaf of rancid severed limbs and said, “So, who did this?”

“You’re skipping past asking what ‘this’ is,” said the detective, “and proceeding right to asking who did it?”

John let out a shivery cloud of smoke and said, “It looks like the butchered body parts of a couple hundred people compressed into a, uh, loaf of some kind. Are we the only ones that know about it?”

“Nobody’s posted it to the internet yet,” she replied, turning her attention to her log of parts.

I glanced around. No bystanders had turned up. All the surrounding businesses were either still closed or long dead, and there wasn’t a lot of traffic down this street, or most of the streets in this neighborhood. Towns like this die in chunks.

I said, “I didn’t get your name?”

She said her name but followed it with, “But leave my name out of it when you tell the story.”

“You want me to make up a name for you?”

“I don’t give a shit what you do,” said Detective Judy Justice. “The next words out of both of your mouths need to be every possible fact, insight, or context regarding why there is a log of body parts in the Spirit Nothing parking lot.”

As she spoke, two more uniformed cops walked up, carrying between them a rolled-up blue tarp. They began covering the flesh log with it.

“Won’t that contaminate the crime scene?” I observed. “Don’t you need to get forensic evidence and all that?”

She glared and cocked her head. “Do you understand what you’re looking at here? If somebody passes and gets a picture of this, some kid flies a hobby drone overhead and gets video, within the hour, this will be on the front page in New York. Hell, they’ll be talking about this in Tokyo. Dozens of disassembled bodies packed into a log that appears spontaneously in the middle of a snow-covered parking lot, with no tire tracks leading to or away? By this time tomorrow, there’d be enough press on-site that their presence alone would qualify as a natural disaster. So Job One is to move this someplace private, with a roof and no windows. Then we’ll go from there.”

“As for what we know,” said John, “I personally have never seen anything like it.” He turned to me. “Have you?”

“If I had ever seen a giant loaf of arms and legs lying around, I can promise you I would have brought it up. And I don’t mean as an interesting anecdote at dinner years later. So, there doesn’t appear to be a way for this to have been transported here, like you said. No tire tracks from a flatbed. Maybe it was dropped out of the sky?”

“I am not asking for guesses,” said Detective Justice. “I can guess, and I’m guessing my guesses will be better than your guesses.”

“Do we have any idea of exactly when it appeared?”

“It wasn’t here a half hour ago,” said one of the beat cops.

Another of the cops, who was using his elbow to shield his nose from the stink, the cold, or both, said, “Man, how big would a critter have to be to defecate something like this?” He squinted as if trying to calculate the typical body-to-shit ratio of known winged creatures. “It’d be the size of a dragon.”

I said, “Well, the next thing to do is start pulling it apart, seeing if these body parts are local. Though I guess if hundreds of people went missing yesterday, you’d have gotten some calls by now. Or if, you know, a bunch of people had their limbs stolen overnight.”

“We know what the next steps are,” said Detective Justice. “We called you to see if you had specific insights or, even better, something to do with it. If not, you need to vacate this crime scene.”

“Well, in terms of what exactly we know, let me ask you: How much do you know about this town? You didn’t grow up here, right?”

“I did not lose that particular roll of karma’s dice, no. I came here for a job after the last guy lost his marbles.”

“He did?” asked John. “We’re talking about the detective with the great hair, right?”

“Word is he left the country and joined a cult. Said he was having constant hallucinations that he was being chained to a wall and having his skin peeled off.”

“Yeah,” I said, blowing into my hands in an utterly futile attempt to warm them. “So, that’s the kind of thing that happens here.”

“People having hallucinations? Or people having their skin peeled off?”

“It’s kind of hard to explain, but ideally you’d have a protocol for both.”

She got down on one knee and lifted the tarp, examining one protruding hand as if noticing something interesting about its fingers. “I came down from Milwaukee,” muttered the detective while she studied the hand, lifting one finger with an ink pen. “Got bored out of my mind, same bullshit every shift, some idiot spraying bullets into a barbecue to get revenge for some other idiot doing the same the week prior, hitting four little kids in the process. Word came that this job opened up and everybody was joking about it, like, ‘Imagine hating your life that much.’” She stood, moved down the loaf, and lifted the tarp at a different spot to study another dead hand. “I looked into it. Property is dirt cheap, thanks to the town’s reputation. Some good fishing nearby. Figured maybe at least once I’d see something interesting in this life, have a couple of wild stories to tell in the old folks’ home years from now while some robot nurse ignores me and empties my bedpan.”

With one gloved finger, she stroked a severed forearm, removing a bit of the snow that dusted the loaf’s exterior. Then she rubbed the snow between two fingers and I noticed that it did not, in fact, melt. Like the limbs were actually covered in sand, or chalk dust, or something.

Hmm.

She stood and made some scratches in a little notebook.

“Whatever you may have seen on the news,” said John, “what you need to know is that things kind of just pop into this town from elsewhere.” He thought for a moment. “Like, imagine you were staying in a hotel next to a nudist resort, and let’s say that normally there’s a big fence completely blocking the view, but occasionally one of their Frisbees or volleyballs sails over the fence and lands in the bushes. And you go over to grab it to toss it back, but there’s a hole in the fence and you want to look through, but there’s already like three guys crowded around it, cranking their hogs.”

I squinted at him. “I don’t know what any single element of that analogy represents.”

“If we ever have to speak again,” said Detective Justice, “I want you to have that smart redhead with you. And let her do all the talking. Get the fuck outta here.”

“Look,” I said, “we’re not our best in the morning, but we actually have a lot of experience with this kind of thing.”

“Apparently not enough to notice the single most important element of this here crime scene.”

I knew that asking her what we’d missed would just make my life worse, so I circled around the tarped limbs and saw some little yellow evidence markers had been placed on the other side, trailing off toward the edge of the parking lot. I moved closer and saw they had marked a trail of footprints.

“They’re from bare feet,” said John from behind me. “See the toes?”

“So somebody does know about this,” I said. “They walked right up to it.”

“Look closer,” said the detective. “Those prints are leading away.”

I sighed and watched the steam drift out of my vision. “Oh, shit.”

“So now on top of this,” said Justice, “I’ve got to somehow explain to all the beat cops here that they need to keep an eye out for what could be a nude adult responsible for a dismemberment spree, or a pair of disembodied legs that got up and walked off on their own. And before you ask, no, there’s no indication of which way they went after they left the parking lot. The prints stop abruptly by the garbage can.”

There was a green drum over there with the word DISCARDINGS stenciled on the side, like the label guy had forgotten the word trash. I assumed they’d already gone over there to make sure no people or legs were crouched inside.

“All right,” said John, “let us know if you find out anything.”

“No,” said the detective. “You let me know if you hear anything. As of right now, your purpose on this earth is to make my job easier. And the first step in achieving that purpose is for you to go elsewhere.”

As we shuffled out of earshot, John said, “I’m gonna Google around and see if there are any news stories of people losing their limbs. Even if these are from Russia or Australia, there’s got to at least be a social media post from some very confused hospital staff.”

“So you don’t think that was a poop from a creature the size of a B-52?”

“No,” said John as he looked into the sky and blew steam into the air. “Nothing’s that simple.”

He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the detective wasn’t watching, then pulled out the camera. “We need to film something or Amy is going to yell at us. Or, you know, give us that look of disapproval. Yell at us with her eyes. It’s your turn. Maybe you could look into the camera and make a big deal out of the fact that we’re not allowed to show the viewers what’s under the tarp? People love that kind of thing.”

“They love nothing?”

“Yeah.”

I used my phone’s camera to look at myself and groaned. “Man, they’re gonna think I combed my hair by soaking it in salt and letting a herd of deer go to town on it.”

“It’s authentic. Say this call got you out of bed.”

“It did.”

“Well, there you go. You know it’s gonna be a good day when the truth happens to line up with the story you decide to tell. Three, two, one, ACTION!”

“Hold on, I’m not ready.”

“We’re never ready,” said John. “So what? We do it unready.”







41 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


Amy likes to have certain items on hand when coming out of a migraine, so I stopped by Grocery Clown, a locally owned supermarket bearing a hand-painted sign depicting vegetables arranged in the shape of a clown’s face. I then remembered how early it was, so I had to sit in the lot waiting for it to open along with four other cars doing the same. Who were these perverts trying to be the first ones in the grocery store?

God, this town is a freak show.

I don’t want it to seem like I was blowing off the flesh log situation, it’s just that life is all about balance and you can’t get derailed by every weird little thing that comes along. As always, I am leaving this town’s name and location undisclosed to minimize the number of tourists who come here on ghost hunts. Yes, guys, I realize this place has been in the news multiple times and that its location is hardly a secret. Still, I don’t want it to be my fault the next time some poor idiot makes the pilgrimage to [Undisclosed] and then complains about how their spouse went missing from their car mid-conversation. These people always become our problem, for some reason. We had a guy show up to our house last Tuesday who swore that this town, where I’ve lived my whole life, didn’t exist. He insisted that he’d lived in the next town over all his life and that this spot was always just soybean farms and unincorporated wilderness. Then all of Undisclosed—the crumbling industrial parks, the corrugated aluminum dive bars with banners promoting their slot machines, the Kia dealership by the highway—just spontaneously appeared one day (he also said there had been no car brand called “Kia” prior to that). You know what we did for him? Offered him a beer and told him that the best thing for his health was to just let it slide. Chalk it up to faulty memory, the way the funniest thing you remember happening in childhood probably didn’t actually occur (seriously, go ask an adult who was supposedly there). He accepted the offer but then it had turned out we didn’t have any beer on hand. Life is like that, I guess.

When the Grocery Clown finally opened (fifteen minutes after the posted time on the door) I grabbed strawberry Twizzlers, Sprite, and saltines. What else? I wandered around, then grabbed chicken soup, but not in the can. The powder, with the tiny noodles. Then I hit the tea shelf and found they had no Earl Grey.

See, this is why you don’t put clowns in charge of food distribution.

In terms of Amy’s post-migraine recovery ritual, hot tea is the only one that really matters and Earl Grey is the only flavor she likes. I think it’s because she saw Captain Picard drink it on Star Trek? I tried to think of where else I could get it. Undisclosed had a little tea shop downtown, but they were only open from noon until three, on Mondays, Thursdays, and the occasional Saturday. I racked my brain for hot tea substitutes. What part of it was actually helping with the migraine? Not just the caffeine. It’s probably the whole thing: the quiet, fragrant ceremony of steeping the bag, the steam under the nose, the silent comfort of knowing you have a competent partner who can procure necessary goods. Maybe her doctor could call her in a prescription for a better boyfriend. I stopped by a little shelf of stuffed hippos for Valentine’s Day. Would that soothe the same part of the brain affected by hot tea?

My phone chimed in my pocket, yet another text. Probably John or that detective or, I don’t know, maybe somebody who died five years ago? Myself, messaging from the future? All things were possible. Last month, a guy said there was a fake family living at the end of the row of his trailer park who he’d been spying on for weeks. He said none of them ever spoke beyond stock pre-programmed phrases and that they seemed to follow a repeating pattern of movement, like the looping animation of NPCs in a video game. The “mom” would come out and water the same potted plant every two hours, then the little boy would chase a cat through the yard, both of them following the exact same path, every time. The dad would come out and cook burgers on the grill at exactly five thirty in the evening, every twenty-four hours. The witness asked us to come take a look, so we swung by and found no trailer or even bare dirt marking where a trailer had once been. The guy who’d called in the tip said that, just before we’d arrived, the trailer had transformed into a giant worm and slithered off into the woods. We never saw any sign of such a thing and never heard from the witness again. Probably moved away.

I dug out my phone and there was a message from Amy:

A man is here. Come home.

I dropped my purchases where I stood and hurried out to the car.



I pulled up to the house to find no vehicle parked there. That didn’t mean much, as plenty of visitors over the years didn’t arrive in cars. Or on foot, for that matter. Maybe they got dropped off by the cops, or just popped in to the room like an editing mistake in a TV show.

I pushed open the front door and found the living room dark. The sunlight that spilled in from outside revealed Amy on the sofa with a blanket over her lap, her forehead washcloth in her hand, squinting against the intruding sun. Then I saw a man in the battered chair in the corner next to the overdue Christmas tree, knees angled in a fashion that implied he was very tall. I saw a square jaw and baby-smooth skin. I barely registered his clothes, but sensed they were all wrong. Pants that came up to his rib cage, an asymmetrical jacket that seemed to wrap around him in a spiral.

As I closed the door, I turned in Amy’s direction and said, “Are you okay?”

“I was in bed, heard somebody come in real quiet. But I knew it wasn’t you because he didn’t know to step around the squeaky boards.”

It occurred to me that she had the blanket draped over her lap because she was in a T-shirt and underwear when this intruder had appeared in our home. I felt my left hand make a fist.

Before I could address the intruder, he said to Amy, “Even in the dark, I can see that your man is making a plan to kill me, should the need arise.”

He spoke in deep, rich tones, like he was narrating a luxury car commercial.

I turned to the shadow-shrouded man and said, “My dude, I don’t need to make a plan to kill you, I need to make a plan to restrain myself from it. I assume you didn’t pick this house at random, right? You sought us out?”

“Indeed I did.”

“So, what, is this a suicide thing? You decided to end it all but the insurance won’t pay out if you do it yourself? That’s the only good reason I can think of to break in like this.”

“I have news.”

He had an accent I couldn’t place. The middle of the line was kind of stretched but the final word was clipped, like he was drawing out his sentences for maximum impact and then delivering the finale all at once. I haaave … noose.

“Yeah,” I said, scratching the stubble on my cheek. “I’m sure you do. Who are you?”

“You may call me LeSabre.”

“Are you French?”

“What?”

Amy said, “I’m guessing he got that off the back of the neighbor’s car.”

“As for where I’m from,” said LeSabre, “I’m from here, but not here. I want you to imagine another world that exists on top of yours, just in a different—”

“Yes, you’re from another dimension,” said Amy, with some impatience. “Everybody is familiar with the concept, half of our movies are about it.”

I heard her shift on the sofa and sensed that she had laid back and placed the cold washcloth on her eyes.

There was a pause while the man in the shadows presumably nodded. “I see why they told me to seek you out. So you’ve traveled to other worlds?”

“We’re airliner dogs,” I said. “A lady in Wisconsin puts a poodle in a crate and it gets shoved into the cargo hold of an airliner, it sits in the dark for several hours and then a door opens and now it’s in California. It has no concept of mechanized flight or landmasses, it just knows that it went in from one world and came out into another. That’s us. If you were totally lost in that analogy because you don’t have airlines or dogs where you’re from, I don’t give a shit because all I want is whatever information you have about the giant loaf of human body parts that showed up in a parking lot this morning.”

A pause. “The what?”

I let out the longest sigh of my life. “Are you telling me,” I said, before inhaling to sigh a second time, “that your thing and that thing are two completely separate bullshits we have to deal with today?”

Another pause from the shadows, as if the visitor was thinking. “No, it is almost certainly related. I was just unaware of it.”

I sensed Amy lifting off her washcloth before saying, “Wait, did you say ‘giant loaf of human body parts’?”

I said, “I’ll explain later.” To the visitor: “So what’s your thing?”

“Have you been contacted by anyone recently? Someone like me, from … elsewhere.”

“Not recently,” I said, without checking my memory because fuck this guy.

“There was that kid,” said Amy. “In the closet.”

“I think that was a dream.”

In late November, I’d woken up to a small, dark-haired child leaning out of our bedroom closet, whispering a sequence of numbers, begging me to remember them, saying it could be crucial to the fate of the world. He’d abruptly vanished after I chucked a shoe at him.

“How long ago was it?” asked LeSabre.

“Few months,” I said.

“No, this would have been recent.”

“Alrighty, then. Are you able to dematerialize or do I need to escort you back out the front door?”

“I believe a Penetrator is here. I believe it has come through, to this place, from another world. I am trying to track it.”

“A what?”

“A Penetrator. It likely brought those limbs you saw, as a message.”

“And it came through from your world?” I asked, with a tired sigh. “And then you followed it?”

“It came through from a different world than mine. A hostile one.”

“Great, so there are at least three different universes involved. Amy, I may need to borrow some of your migraine meds.”

“There are actually four,” said LeSabre. “I am trying to keep things as simple as possible for the time being.”

“You do this a lot? Traveling between universes? I don’t just mean you, I mean where you’re from, they’ve mastered the technique?”

“I understand your curiosity, but we should focus on the problem at hand.”

“You’ve never run across shadows?” I asked, studying his spot in the darkness for any reaction. “Because if so, that is a problem that could not be more at hand.”

“I assure you, we have full control of the process,” he said, and I shot a look toward Amy that was likely both unseen and unnecessary.

If you’re new to all this—and I apologize in advance if so—let me assure you that what this guy said is the equivalent of finding out your schizophrenic cousin has started building a nuclear reactor in his basement because telepathic aliens assured him it was safe.

“You said a ‘Penetrator’ has come through,” mumbled Amy. “So that’s fine, right? A totally neutral situation? A Penetrator is like a hedgehog or something, just kind of wobbles around until it falls asleep under a mushroom?”

“It silently and invisibly penetrates enemy territory,” said LeSabre, “remaining undetected until it is too late.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is infiltrator. Can we please call it that instead? So who was the guy you thought might have dropped by?”

“The Penetrator can appear to be a man,” said LeSabre, in a tone like he was describing the heated steering wheel in a Lexus. “But do not be deceived. Its true nature is so monstrous as to defy your comprehension. Any attempt on my end to clarify would leave you with an incorrect understanding of the situation. Ignorance is objectively preferable.”

“Uh-huh,” I grunted. “And what does he look like? Are you allowed to tell us that?”

“Not ‘he.’ ‘It.’ Do not mistake the Penetrator for human. I do not yet know what it looks like.”

“I’m sorry, are you saying it is a literal creature or are you saying he’s such an asshole that you personally don’t consider him human? When we get warned about a monster it’s really important to draw a distinction between the literal and metaphorical.”

“He may come to you in the form of a man and ask to speak. Do not speak to him. Just get yourself to safety, by any means possible. Then contact me.” My eyes were somewhat adjusting to the dark and I could make out the man reaching into a pocket and setting a small object on the coffee table in front of him. It was pale and, after he sat it down, it moved forward a couple of inches, as if it was alive. “Use that. Just speak into it.”

Amy leaned forward to try to see the object in the darkness, and in doing so pulled her other arm out from under the blanket, revealing that there was no left hand, it ended at the wrist. This was not new to me as it had been that way for half of Amy’s life, but LeSabre noticed and, even in the darkness, was visibly taken aback. One might even believe he was repulsed by it.

“You are missing a hand,” he said, in a tone like he expected Amy to be surprised by this.

She said, “Oh, that’s normal in our universe. David gets teased because he has two. We have a slur for it, we call them clappers.”

“I know that is not true. The authorities here, they are aware of your … condition?”

She nudged the object on the coffee table and muttered, “I hate, just, every little thing about that question.”

“You’re right,” said LeSabre, “it is irrelevant.”

He stood and moved to the door. It looked like he would have to duck to get through it.

“Please listen carefully,” he said. “I believe the Penetrator is here to hunt. I also believe that no one in this world can stand between it and its intended victim. Anyone who attempts to do so will experience ruination of mind and body far beyond anything you can conjure in your imagination.”

“And you have no idea where this thing is right now,” said Amy, “or who it’s after?”

“I will share more when I am able. I am sure you have many questions about me, and where I am from, but knowing more would only put you in danger.”

I said, “That’s so considerate of you. If this thing turns up, we’ll let you know. But if you break into my house again, I will kill you.”

LeSabre studied me for a moment. “You do not appear to be a physical match for me,” he said, in a tone so rich that I felt it as a compliment, “but you seem confident you could subdue me if you deemed it necessary. How do you come by that belief?”

“Maybe I’m delusional.”

“I don’t believe you are. I was told to contact you, for the same reason we anticipated the Penetrator doing the same.”

“You want to know the truth? This isn’t my only form. I got bombarded with gamma radiation years ago, now if I get angry enough, I turn into a giant, uncontrollable green monster. They call me Swamp Thing. Get out of my house.”

“Be watchful,” he said, as he opened the door. “And be safe. Untold anguish awaits your next misstep.”
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“Just so I’m clear,” said Detective Justice’s voice from John’s phone, “you’re saying that even if I wanted to talk to this tall stranger, it’s physically impossible because at any given moment he can just choose to be nowhere in our known universe?”

“That’s right,” said Amy, squinting at the phone’s screen in the otherwise dark room. “Which is annoying, because I think you and he are trying to solve the same crime. Or prevent it.”

We were at John’s place, the three of us leaning over his kitchen table, using his phone in speaker mode.

“Because he says the man he’s calling the ‘Penetrator’ is from another world, and brought the loaf of limbs with him?”

“To send a message,” said John. “As intimidation, or a warning, I guess.”

“A warning to who?” asked Justice.

“He didn’t say,” I replied.

Her pause radiated annoyance.

“And is ‘Penetrator’ an alias? A job title? An insult?”

“LeSabre wasn’t forthcoming on that.”

“And what does the Penetrator look like?”

“He didn’t know,” I said, figuring that sounded better than repeating some version of “he didn’t say,” which implied we could have gotten the information from LeSabre with a little more effort. “And in fact, if this guy was telling the truth, I think he was hoping we’d know.”

“Get me in touch with this LeSabre.”

John said, “We’ll try.”

“Don’t try. I know what ‘we’ll try’ means from people like you, it means you’ll do just enough to keep a boss off your ass. Just do it. You said he left a communicator behind?”

Said communicator was actually sitting a few inches away from the phone. It looked like a cream-colored beetle, about the size of a nickel. There was a nodule that might have been a head but there were no identifiable features and definitely no buttons one would use to initiate or disconnect a “call.” There were fine bristles on its back that gently waved as if in a breeze and I could almost sense that it was pulsing, like it was breathing, but that might have been an illusion. It had tiny rows of nearly invisible legs but it did not move on its own accord. If nudged, it would scoot about an inch away and then settle down again. Otherwise, it did nothing.

“And if this Penetrator shows up at our door,” said Amy, “you’ll be the first one we call. Promise.”

“Because when these freaks show up,” replied Justice, “you people are the first ones they call.”

“Not always,” said John. “But often.”

“I watched an episode of that show you work on,” said Justice. “Looked you up online. So you people are famous.”

“Only among weirdos,” I said.

“But at no point was I able to pin down exactly what it is you do, or how you do it, or what specifically would bring a person like this to your door. If I ask you to clarify, are you going to answer straight or give me a metaphor?”

John glanced at both of us, then said, “It’s kind of like when somebody new in town is looking to score some ketamine. They might not know specifically who to ask, but they’ll know what kind of person to ask. That’s us.”

Justice replied by simply disconnecting the call.



If you’re new to me and John and Amy and our whole situation, the first thing you need to know is that we’re filthy rich.

Amy and I now rent a house in a prime location: right across the street from FOOD. That’s a convenience store that at one time had a FOOD & GAS sign overhead, but the last four characters had been shattered by weather and/or vandals and now everybody just calls the place “FOOD” while emphasizing, if not shouting, the word. “Hold on,” you’re saying right now, “does that mean if you want fresh donuts in the morning, you can just walk right across the street in your pajamas, and buy them from a cashier who is probably also wearing pajamas and is likely even more hungover than you are?” You bet your sweet ass I can. And when the place gets robbed, I can watch it play out from my porch.

There’s more: When my old Mustang was rendered undriveable because it suddenly became home to several million bees, I was able to walk into an actual dealership and get actual financing on a three-year-old Nissan Juke at an interest rate that I think will only have us paying the original purchase price seven times over. We’ve replaced our ancient drip coffee maker with a fancy new model that makes a single cup of much worse coffee from a plastic capsule. Though Amy doesn’t use it for her tea because, as I mentioned before, the ritual of steeping the bag is part of it. Though I didn’t know that when I ordered a case of Earl Grey pods for the machine that were now gathering dust in a cabinet somewhere.

We owe our opulent lifestyle to the fact that all three of us are on the payroll of a production company that makes “educational” shows for cable with titles like Life After Demon Possession, World’s Most Haunted Hotels, and there’s probably some Sasquatch/alien bullshit in there, too. I don’t know for sure because we don’t have access to that channel (who still pays for cable?). We happen to live in a spot where lots of people think they’ve seen some stuff of that nature and some of them actually have. This town’s reputation is mostly viewed by the outside world as a mild curiosity, aside from one time when it triggered a mass panic that killed hundreds of innocent people. Both the real stories and the hallucinations/hoaxes are all dutifully chronicled and shipped off with us having made minimal effort to separate the wheat from the horseshit. I mean, why bother? It’s all destined to become a series of glowing images for college dudes to stare at while stoned. They’ll watch our grainy cell phone video of what an Undisclosed resident insists is the Mothman stealing his catalytic converter and none of the viewers could tell you if they actually believe in it, or anything else.

This is why we were now at John’s place, drinking coffee from his new machine (which also uses little capsules, but not the same ones, because a true free market means not having unified standards for anything) and eating donuts fresh out of his deep fryer. His were not as good as what my convenience store makes, though of course our lifestyles are not a competition, which is good news for John because I not only enjoy superior donuts but also live with Amy, while John’s roommate, Joy, is like if a pile of slimy, screeching bugs somehow formed a person. We were standing behind the seated Amy, supervising as she scrubbed through video clips on a Mac workstation that was also supplied by the production company. We’d already had to get it replaced once, after the previous machine became possessed (or got infected with malware, it wasn’t clear which, based on how John told the story).

“The problem is that if they pixelate the gore,” mumbled Amy, “the screen will be all pixels.”

She’d claimed that her headache had abated but I think she just figured we were under deadline and that, of the three of us, she was the only one who’d mastered the video editing software. John could work it but he was slow, and the sight of the incredibly complicated stitched-together timelines gave me a panic attack.

“The audience loves pixels,” said John. “Our most viral clip was that dude’s pet Komodo dragon that grew human breasts. The star of the show was nothing but blocky flesh-colored censorship and everybody went nuts for it.”

Amy’s gore-filled monitor was the only illumination in the room as, due to her sore brain, John had made sure all the lights were off and curtains drawn when we showed up. So now she was scrubbing through the video we’d shot last month, the light of the monitor glinting off her glasses, all of us realizing in real time how little of it made for good television. Mostly it was hours of people talking and then a few minutes of abject horrors too nightmarish to broadcast unfiltered to an audience.

She said, “I don’t think this audio is usable, either. It’s picking up Joy cursing in the background. It’s just going to be bleeps over pixelation, they’ll think we’ve cut to gameplay footage of Q*bert.”

John said, “Let me record a new voiceover for the pixelated gore. I’ll paint a picture for the audience with the power of words.”

“Okay, but you have to put the blanket over your head to block out the echo, what you gave me last time sounded like you were talking through a cardboard tube. And no profanity.”

There was a pause before John said, “Is turd considered profanity? I ask because Dave used that word fifteen times in the stuff we shot in the parking lot this morning.”

She didn’t reply, as Amy’s most withering disapprovals were always conveyed via prolonged silences. One time, I thought we were on the verge of a breakup but it turned out she’d just dozed off. She clicked and brought up another clip, this one of some cops surrounding a dumpy little bungalow that had been roped off with yellow tape.

The real challenge of this job is that it’s harder than you’d think to get anything good on camera. Let’s take ghosts, for example. About 20 percent of Americans say they’ve seen a ghost, twice that many believe they exist. Yet, virtually all their sightings are of the “translucent figure floating down a hallway” variety, a type of ghost that, in reality, is a media invention. If you go look up any old book or play, ghosts are described as solid figures, just straight up getting into fistfights with the living. The gauzy, hovering figure didn’t enter the public imagination until Victorian-era phantasmagoria shows. Back then, audiences would gather in the dark to watch photos of creepy figures projected onto a sheet hanging from the ceiling, strings pulling the sheet around to make the ghouls appear to be moving across the room. People went wild for it (everybody back then was just bored out of their skulls) and that cemented in their minds the image of ghosts as hovering, translucent humanoids. Around the same time, early photography was becoming a thing and scammers quickly figured out that creating a photo of a vaporous ghost was so easy that you could literally do it on accident if the subject left the frame before the film was fully exposed. So what I’m saying is that our current conception of the human soul is based entirely on the limitations of nineteenth-century media technology.

Just as an aside, if you’ve ever seen an actual ghost, you probably mistook them for a regular ol’ living person unless you happened to spot them stepping behind a light post and never emerging on the other side (and they love to do shit like that). Sometimes you’ll see them missing limbs or with some other kind of gruesome wound, which led to the myth that they are murder victims doomed to roam the earth. I’ve actually come to believe those wounds occur postmortem, that lurking on the other side are ravenous entities which may singlehandedly explain why there aren’t more ghosts around.

I watched Amy cut and discard unusable clips and shook my head. “Man, I’m hoping that whatever happens with this turd of human limbs provides us with some useable video. I’m getting bored with this footage and I’m being paid to watch it.”

These clips were from a case involving a guy who’d turned up at John’s place claiming to be possessed by a demon named [insert long spitting sound, with four brief pauses interspersed] who begged for an exorcism. That is, the demon was begging to be removed from that body, which belonged to a meth addict. The chemical hunger blasting through his nervous system had terrified the spirit and, for some reason, the man’s addiction made it impossible for it to extricate itself (it had tried to explain why, but used a bunch of words and concepts for which there is apparently no analog in human language). We got his story on video but, you know, it’s ultimately just a strung-out-looking dude ranting about nonsense, and viewers can get that on any random street corner.

Maybe you’re thinking we just needed to find a priest, because that’s what they do in movies, specifically The Exorcist. The problem is that movie was based on a real case, of a fourteen-year-old boy in St. Louis who underwent twenty exorcism sessions. That kid would grow up and, on his deathbed, admit that he’d made up the whole “possession” thing as a prank. He spent his life employed at NASA and even worked on the moon landings (seriously, look it up). The point is, the priest option isn’t necessarily reliable and also our demon said he wasn’t Catholic. So Amy had referred the guy to a mental hospital because it’s really important to her that we not simply turn this operation into a freak show where we push the unwell into the spotlight to be gawped at in between commercials of sentient lizards selling car insurance. Unfortunately, the guy broke out of the hospital the next day and went back to the trap house where he’d been living. There, as far as we can piece together, the demon tried to strip the body off itself, peeling the flesh away in layers, doing the work with shards of broken glass from a smashed window. Skin and muscle and fat were scattered around the house like discarded laundry and we’d only had minutes to try to film the aftermath before we got evicted by the cops (that was the footage Amy was currently editing, that she feared would only make it to broadcast as a mess of red and pink pixels).

I nudged LeSabre’s pale communication beetle, which was on the desk next to Amy’s mouse. “Do you think this thing is always listening?”

John said, “I assume it has some kind of telepathic link to LeSabre, that it beams the message right to his mind. So maybe a better question is if it’s listening to our thoughts right now.”

I stared it down and thought, I’m gonna squish you under my shoe, shithead. The creature didn’t react.

I said, “I don’t think so.”

Amy nudged it with her finger. “It is alive, though. Do we need to feed it?”

“I don’t even see a mouth. Maybe it feeds on thoughts. I’ll imagine a burger.”

“Hey, we’ve got something,” said John, who’d apparently received a notification on his phone. “Jumbo says he’s got a ‘weird thing’ at his shop.”

“Is it something that could plausibly be called a ‘Penetrator’?” I asked.

“Knowing Jumbo, he probably already has several things called that. But ‘weird thing’ was his whole description. Didn’t even specify if it was living or inanimate.”

Amy stood and said, “You know what, that’s good enough for me. Staring at a screen is starting to kill my head.”
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Jumbo owned a small engine repair shop out near where the old turkey farm used to be. At any given moment, at least seven other people who were neither employees nor customers could be found hanging around the open garage door, drinking beers and shooting the shit. John called them the Mower Mafia and I guess that was just their lives, chilling around Jumbo’s shop, having lunch delivered from the same barbecue joint every day, ogling the latest in the string of Jumbo’s girlfriends who were always right in his preferred age range of “barely old enough to drink.” Maybe that’s the secret to a happy life, setting your ambitions so low that you can achieve all of your goals while inebriated in a lawn chair. Jumbo himself could usually be found inside leaning over a motor, dripping sweat and cigarette ashes into its innards, telling some story from his wild globe-trotting youth that everybody there had heard a hundred times.

As I approached the shop, I found the lethal cold hadn’t disrupted the Mower Mafia’s routine much. Several members of Jumbo’s squad were huddled outside around a space heater that looked like a jet engine and stank like I assume jet engines do. Heads turned and eyes met mine, their conversation going quiet. A painted sign that read JUMBO SMALL ENGINE REPAIR hung over the open garage door and the owner was leaning against the frame under his own name, as if it was marking his location. He was wearing a thigh-length brown sheepskin coat, the kind with the white woolen lapel that tough guys used to wear in old action movies. He had an eye patch over his right eye that I was 99 percent sure was an affectation, as stories varied wildly as to how he’d lost that eye and many insisted that he used to wear the patch over his left (I’d always thought Jumbo was absolutely the type of guy who’d sacrifice half his vision purely for the double takes from strangers). He also had a pitch-black waxed mustache and pointy beard, as if he’d modeled his look on what bored people doodle on magazine photos.

He, too, saw me and said nothing, then John came around the corner behind me and his face lit up.

“Hey!” shouted Jumbo, as he flicked a cigarette into the snow, “I thought it smelled like bitch out here.”

John nodded like that was a standard greeting and said, “I was planning to come by even before you texted me. Need you to make my leaf blower louder.”

Then Amy came around the corner and Jumbo’s expression changed again. “Apologies, Red! I wouldn’t have used that language if I’d known you were in tow. I said John smelled like bitch, I didn’t know if you heard.”

She squinted against the piercing winter sun and said, “What does that smell like, exactly?”

“Like him,” said Jumbo.

“Well, it’s the circular argument that offends me more than the language.”

Jumbo led us into a garage so packed with dismembered machines that the sight of it would make a robot puke. Heat blasted from a wood-burning stove that looked identical to what George Washington would have had in his own lawn mower shop. One wall was covered in posters of 1980s-era bikini babes posed around various automobiles, one featuring four girls in the bed of a pickup with their butts to the camera over the words HAULIN’ ASS. In the rear was the open door to Jumbo’s office, in which sat a twenty-something woman with a nose piercing and short black hair that was slicked back. She was objectively about 40 percent more attractive than any of the poster babes. A stranger would have assumed she was Jumbo’s daughter or a secretary, but if you knew Jumbo …

I tore my eyes off her when I noticed everyone had stopped to examine something. Jumbo pointed at a machine against the wall and said nothing.

I said, “So, is it possessed, or…”

“Look at it,” replied Jumbo. “With your eyes, not your mouth.”

I had no idea what that meant but I studied the device. To my eyes, it looked like all the other gear in the shop, the air compressors and bench grinders and other machines that would destroy a little more of the operator’s hearing with each use. This thing was a cylinder about as tall as I was and almost as wide, with a couple of dials at the top and a spigot about halfway up. There was a logo that was kind of in the shape of a wrench, but the text was unreadable, like the designer had tried to pick out a font on their graphics software but accidentally clicked one of the bullshit ones.

I said, “I don’t know what it is, but I don’t know what a lot of the stuff in your shop does.”

Amy rubbed the feeling back into her wind-numbed fingers with her thumb and said, “It doesn’t make any sense, as a device. It has a motor at the bottom but there’s no power cord, no place to put gas, no battery. Now look at the dials. One has a ring of numbers but no needle to point at them, the other is labeled ‘Vapor Sad.’ It’s like a prop from Pee-wee’s Playhouse.”

John nodded. “Yeah, it looks like a piece of art. The dials at the top symbolize, I don’t know, the uncertainty of a world corrupted by profit-driven media, or something.”

John was fiddling with the video camera and Jumbo said, “No pictures.”

“Why?” I asked, probably showing more irritation than I’d intended, as that would make this our second stop today with no real visuals to show for it.

“Is that where we’re at now with the world?” grumbled Jumbo. “It’s just assumed everybody wants to be famous, to the point you gotta justify why you don’t want your private affairs on TV?”

“It’s fine,” said Amy. “So what’s the backstory on this thing?”

“Just appeared.”

“It was here when you came in this morning?”

“No. An hour ago, I was at the sink over there packing grease into some ball bearings, I walked to the toilet, walked back, heard a strange noise. Kind of high-pitched, like metal grinding on metal. Lasted less than a second. Then, just like that, this thingamajig is here. Quicker than anybody could have brought it in. That spot on the floor is always empty, it’s where I lean my snow shovel when it’s not in use, but today it’s out there, on account of the snow.”

I pointed to the spigot. “What comes out if you open this? Nothing?”

“Try it.”

“What happens?”

He just repeated, “Try it.”

I turned the knob and the “machine” made a low grunting or moaning noise.

John said, “Huh.”

Jumbo fidgeted with his waxed mustache and said, “Well, that’s not the expression of somebody fixin’ to unspool a reassurance.”

Amy said, “So, you know how sometimes weird things just kind of show up in this town?”

“I was raised here,” said Jumbo, waving away her spiel. “When I was a boy, we had a gerbil that one day started speaking in an Italian accent, yelling, ‘Mamma Mia, I cook-ah da spaghetti!’ all night, every night, until we had it put to sleep. When I was in my twenties, I got drunk in the woods and ran across a man made of shadows. It started speaking inside my head, asking me to follow him. I’ve never run so fast in my life. Got plenty of other stories I could tell, same as you. But nobody ever said nothin’ about nonsense tools turning up in the shop. Or what I’m expected to do when it happens.”

Amy shrugged. “Sometimes stuff just … leaks in.”

Here was the first time I thought Amy’s migraine had her functioning at less than 100 percent, because otherwise she’d have known that Jumbo was hiding something. First of all, this man was absolutely not the type to shy away from having his encounter featured on national television, as long as we made sure to work in the name of his shop. Second of all, we’ve been doing this long enough that we can sense the clients who are holding back, often because they believe they are culpable somehow, that maybe the monstrous thing they’d encountered had been summoned.

“And you haven’t had anything happen more recently?” I asked in a casual manner that Jumbo could almost certainly see through. “Anything that could have been a precursor to this?”

“Not that I can recall,” lied Jumbo.

I glanced at Amy but she was crouched down studying the object, fascinated by the details. Behind us, John was having a muttered conversation with a huge dude in denim overalls and an equally denim jacket. I heard the phrase, “Then somebody stole my coat.”

In retrospect, I should have pressed Jumbo on it but, you know, that’s easy to say after the fact. Planes have crashed because a copilot was too afraid of an awkward conversation.

Amy said, “We can haul it away if you want. Dispose of it.” Which annoyed me, because we’d taken my car over and this thing wouldn’t fit in it. But of course, she was thinking we could get all the video we wanted once we had the object in our custody.

“I suppose,” said Jumbo, never taking his eyes off the oddity. “I need this floor space back. For the shovels.”

This meant we had to drive back to John’s house, spend several minutes explaining the whole thing to his roommate Joy (even though she enthusiastically declared that she did not intend to help), then jump the battery on the Clam Van because the cold had killed it, then drive all the way back to Jumbo’s shop. This may seem like the kind of time-wasting derail that a skilled chronicler would omit, but I’m telling you for a reason, goddamn it, which is that when we pulled back up to the shop, “Under the Sea” spontaneously started playing from the Clam Van’s speakers and all the Mower Mafia guys were buzzing around outside like somebody had kicked their hive.

“Jumbo’s gone!” said the girl from the back office as soon as we rolled to a stop. “He just disappeared, he went ’round a corner and poof!”

“It made a noise,” said another one of the guys. “I heard it. A sharp screech, real quick, like a red-tailed hawk getting batted outta the air by a windmill.”

“The alien gadget is gone, too!” said another voice, an old guy mumbling around a pipe. Then several others started chiming in with additional details that didn’t really advance our understanding of Jumbo’s disappearance or anything else. I went to the spot on the floor where the mystery gadget had been and, yup, it was now just dirty concrete. John and Amy followed me in and I gave them a look.

“Any theories?” I said, hoping John understood that I wasn’t asking him.

“It may not be as bad as it looks,” he replied, clearly trying to calm down the nervous gang of friends (employees? Acolytes?) Jumbo had left behind. “Jumbo and the gadget may both just be on the other side of town. Dave and I once found a door in a burrito stand by his house that popped us out in the dressing room of the old Walmart across town. Jumbo might have slipped through a gap in space-time but he could be out by the side of the highway right now, freezing his ass off and trying to flag down a ride.”

Amy said, “The best approach is always to start by treating it like any missing person. If nobody has called the police yet, do it.”

“Don’t they have to be missing for at least twenty-four hours before you can report it?” asked the beautiful young woman, whose imagination was clearly not feeding her images of an unmolested Jumbo hitchhiking in the snow.

“No,” said Amy, forcefully. “That’s a Hollywood myth. If you think somebody is missing, the police want to know as soon as possible. A lot of victims stay missing forever because their loved ones waited too long to make the call.”

The girl dug out her phone and started Googling the number of our local police department as John said, “They’ll probably search the shop, so if Jumbo had a stash, best get rid of it now.”

The huge denim guy John had spoken to immediately headed into the back office, presumably to do just that, and nobody noticed John’s usage of the past tense. The girl stayed on the phone for a while but at the end of the call it was clear that all she got from the cops was a promise to keep an eye out. She seemed on the verge of having a meltdown because, and I can’t emphasize this enough, as bad as it is to have a loved one “disappear” in the sense that they never come back from meeting a Tinder date, it’s much worse to have one literally blink from existence in front of you as if God deleted their file.

She alone, I thought, seems to understand how bad this might actually be.

With nothing else to do, we started searching the grounds and the surrounding yards, as if Jumbo was an escaped cat. This is what a human life is, just moving around to maintain the shared illusion that we have some control over what happens next. After half an hour, I felt like frostbite was going to claim all twenty of my toes and fingers, plus my ears, nose, lips, and the outer layers of my brain. Eventually, Amy had the idea to search the junk around Jumbo’s shop for any other objects that seemed alien in origin. This gave everybody something new to do for a bit, as Jumbo’s collection was vast and varied. I actually thought I’d found something but was quickly and tersely told that “Husqvarna” is a real brand and that the ridiculous nonsense gadget I’d pointed out was something called a “soil aerator.”

Partly to get Jumbo’s gang to stop clowning me for the Husqvarna thing, I said, “Would anybody mind if we went back into Jumbo’s office and poked around? We’re not suggesting he did anything to bring this on himself but, you know, people around here do it on accident all the time. You buy the wrong painting from a garage sale and suddenly your dog has a gambling problem.”

Everyone looked to the girl—who I’d expertly concluded from context clues was called Bridgette—and she gave permission after pondering it for a minute, as if she’d taken a mental inventory of what might be discovered in there. John, Amy, and I headed back into an office that appeared to have been preserved in a pocket of frozen time: invoices filled out and stored by hand, a ledger with an ancient leather cover, a squeaky office chair with a cushion so worn that the cheek prints exposed bare metal. In the corner was a shiny pink girls’ backpack covered in butterfly stickers and I relied on age and gender stereotypes to determine that it belonged to Bridgette. The drawers of the desk (one of those gray steel monstrosities like you’d see in old cop shows) were filled with nothing remarkable, but the big drawer on the lower right was locked, so that seemed promising. John picked the lock after watching a lock-picking tutorial on YouTube and we found that it was full of several varieties of snack cakes, mostly Hostess but a few Little Debbie, particularly those little chocolate spiral cakes that are always kind of salty, for some reason.

“Ooh, look at this,” said John as he pushed the pile of snack cakes aside to reveal a golden dagger. It had an eight-inch blade with a Latin phrase etched along its length. The handle was wrapped in well-worn leather, the handguard shaped like the pincer of a crab.

“Looks ceremonial,” I said. “But I’m not enough of an expert to know if it’s a thousand years old or something he got from a kiosk at the mall. Probably used it as a letter opener.”

“What’s that?” asked Amy, pointing at something else while John used the dagger to unwrap a Ding Dong.

It turned out to be a little black leather book, tucked into one corner behind some Spinwheels. I opened it and found it was full of women’s names, dozens of them, maybe hundreds, many of them foreign. Next to each name were symbols.

“Oh, hell yes,” I whispered, glancing around for eavesdroppers. “Jumbo was a serial killer.”

Amy pointed and said, “All of these women are still alive. Look, that’s Lena May, she works at the nursing home with Joy. That’s Maria Tyler, she works at our bank. I don’t know these two Japanese names but I know he traveled.”

John said, “These are the girls he’s, uh, been with. Those symbols are the, you know. Activities they did.”

“I know I’m going to regret asking,” said Amy, “but what does W stand for?”

“I think that’s a drawing of a butt. Say what you want about Jumbo, but the man could sling absolute hog.”

“I actually think that’s exactly what people say about him.”

I flipped pages. “Man, there are a lot of names in—”

I was interrupted by a high-pitched shriek that I think is in the top five worst sounds I’ve ever heard. We all looked at each other, and then, from the other room, Bridgette started screaming. We scrambled out into the shop, where Bridgette stopped screaming so she could take a breath, then screamed again, over and over.

I mostly just froze, because I couldn’t figure out what I was looking at.

Jumbo’s nude, crimson-smeared body was dangling from the ceiling in a complex chain apparatus that would have taken hours to install, even though he’d spontaneously appeared there in between blinks of the nearest bystander’s eyes. Little details assaulted my vision as I skimmed across the ruined landscape of the man. His waxed mustache was a frayed wreck, and around it was what seemed like at least a week’s worth of dark beard stubble that hadn’t been there when we’d spoken to the man just a few hours ago. His eyelids had been cut away and the eyeballs looked like they’d been worked over with a wire brush. Dried blood ran from his ears and some of his insides had been creatively extracted and draped around his torso. Somebody ran out of the shop and threw up on the snow. Then my eyes made my way down and saw what had been done to Jumbo’s genitals, and I ran out and did the same. While I was out there, another commotion erupted inside.

Somebody back in the shop was saying, “Oh, god, he’s still alive! He’s still alive!”

I forced myself to go back in and Jumbo was making guttural animal noises, shuddering whimpers and wet sputters. Then the giant man dressed head to toe in denim was tending to Jumbo in a way that made the torturous sounds go silent. When the denim giant stepped back, he had a bloody hunting knife in his hand and Jumbo was draining from the neck.

The man wiped off the blade with a bandanna and said, “Jumbo woulda done the same for me. When the cops show up, we’ll all agree his throat was slit when he got here.” He wasn’t asking for agreement, he was announcing that this was how it would be.

Before I turned away for the last time, I happened to note that there was white dust smeared on Jumbo’s face, interrupted by the streaks of crimson. This triggered a memory of seeing the same white dust on the giant loaf of body parts that had turned up in town earlier, which I’d initially mistaken for snow. By now you’ve probably pieced together that I do not possess the deductive reasoning skills of Sherlock Holmes but I was able to deduce that Jumbo and the log of parts had come from, or passed through, the same place.

I went out and found Amy (who had once informed me that what Sherlock did was not deductive but rather abductive reasoning). She hadn’t gotten sick but had also removed herself from the scene before her eyes could permanently etch certain sights into her memory. She had her hand on top of her head and was trying to steady her breathing, exorcising rhythmic mist-ghosts.

Before she could ask, I said, “He’s dead. He was alive for a second, barely, but his throat had been cut and he bled out. He was also coated in that dust, like the limbs at Spirit Nothing, so I think we can deduce that they’re the work of the same perp. Or ‘abduce’ it? Whichever one Sherlock does.”

“Time had passed,” she breathed, “did you see that? What was done to him was done for a long time, even though he wasn’t away for more than, what was it? Three hours?”

John nodded, stuffed the last of the Ding Dong into his mouth and said, “Well, I guess we can call LeSabre and let him know we crossed paths with his Penetrator.”



“There are only three reasons to do that to a person,” said Detective Judy Justice, “regardless of where the perpetrators are from. And as far as I can see, only one of them fits here.”

She had taken us inside her unmarked sedan while crime scene techs roped off Jumbo’s shop. I’d initially thought she was kindly getting us out of the cold, but now realized she just didn’t want to be overheard.

“One,” continued Justice, “somebody was torturing him for information or something else of value, but I don’t see Jumbo being the type to hold out that long, no matter what he knew or didn’t know. Two, it was done out of revenge, but we’re talking professional cartel shit here and I’m struggling to imagine how he could have run afoul of characters like that, though I guess you never know. Three, it’s the work of somebody whose brain is wired up so wrong that there’s no putting it right. Meaning they just did this for pleasure, which means the victim may have been picked at random and there’s no way to predict who the next will be.”

I said, “LeSabre strongly implied it was that last thing, that this ‘Penetrator’ wasn’t functioning according to any kind of recognizable reason or emotion.”

“You said it looked like time had passed for Jumbo. If you didn’t mean that metaphorically, what’s the theory there?”

“In general,” said Amy, “time gets weird when you start doing things like hopping from one universe to another. Beings that can manipulate space can usually manipulate time to some degree, they can choose when they arrive, move back and forth. Aside from that, we have no idea. It’s one of the many extremely relevant things that LeSabre didn’t bother to explain.”

“I need to hear from Mr. Buick and I mean before the sun goes down. You use whatever powers you’ve got to find his ass, and I don’t mean just sitting around waiting for his bug to ring. Be proactive. Part of what just happened is on him. If he’d been more forthcoming with information, we could have stopped this.” She stared into her rearview mirror so that she was making eye contact with me. “And some of this is on you, too. You had that man in your living room. You shouldn’t have let him out without knowing the exact nature of the threat.”

Amy said, “You’re right, but I should point out that David was protecting me. LeSabre was an intruder and we just wanted to get him out of the house. So feel free to blame me, too.”

“Speaking of which, and I ask this knowing I’m going to get pure unadulterated bullshit as my answer, why does everybody think you’re some kind of monster?”

She wasn’t asking Amy. “It’s just a meme,” I said. “Ignore it. You know we didn’t do Jumbo, the timelines don’t match up.”

“You put it in your own written accounts,” replied Justice. “You once described yourself as having turned into some kind of mantis beast and bitten a man’s whole heart out of his chest.”

“As a metaphor,” I said. “It symbolizes the, you know. Dehumanization of life in a region left behind by globalized trade. And it scares off any of our weirdo fans from coming to the house.”

“And yes,” said Amy, “we fully realize that it has fueled a lot of monster-themed erotic fan fiction about us.”

“Lots of art, too,” added John. “The style is actually weirdly flattering to all the bodies involved.”

“Well,” said Justice, “if you get me in touch with Mr. LeSabre and help me close out this bullshit, I’ll bring you a cow heart to munch on.”

“But something is bugging me,” said Amy, “and I know that only in a true labyrinth of depravity could a question like this be reasonable, but why did Jumbo have his arms and legs?”

“I thought the same thing,” said Justice, and I sensed real respect in the response. “If this Penetrator is a limb collector, why was Jumbo sent back intact?”

I said, “Maybe he’ll come back for the limbs. I don’t need to tell you this, but put as many guards around Jumbo’s corpse as you can spare. And, uh, one more thing,” I said, knowing that we’d once again made the mistake of saving the worst for last. “Has anyone recently reported seeing shadows walking around on their own? I don’t mean the strung-out dudes everybody sees creeping around the dark looking for copper wire to steal. I’m talking about figures of pure blackness, with glowing red eyes.”

“No,” said Justice, and I noticed she did not ask for clarification, or how such an entity might be tied into this particular case. “Not recently.”

“Well, maybe you know this already, but if you see one, play some music.”

Justice again met my eyes in the mirror. “Music.”

“We don’t know why it works,” I said. “But it does. They run from it.”

John said, “I know why. They run for the same reason animals run from a brushfire. Beauty burns the darkness. So play something especially beautiful and uplifting, with a lot of guitars. See if you can find a copy of ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’ from the 2005 Rock & Roll Hall of Fame induction ceremony, the one with the legendary Prince solo.”

I said, “I know we don’t project competence, but the last guy left you our number for a reason. You’ll see, at some point.”

“Will I?” said Justice, opening her door to signal our meeting was at an end. “Because that performance with the Prince solo was from the 2004 ceremony, not 2005.”

“And who knows,” said John as we exited the car, “it could be that the Penetrator came specifically for Jumbo and now that he’s got what he wanted, he’ll move on. LeSabre will pursue him in some other universe and things around here will just go quiet again. I actually think we’re due to get lucky like that.”






32 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


We spent some time shouting into the pale communication bug LeSabre had left behind, trying to explain the situation and telling him where to meet us. There had been no acknowledgment from the creature, other than to briefly open a pair of tiny black eyes, then close them again as if going back to sleep. By the time we’d finished doing that, it was four in the afternoon, which meant we only had an hour or so of daylight left. That’s why we were now huddled in front of Dino’s Donuts, trying to figure out the controls on the camera with numb fingers, all of us puzzling out on the fly how to get some usable footage from this cursed day.

The constant struggle to turn ineffable encounters with the ravenous unknown into visuals suitable for cable TV had forced us to find spots around town that made for appropriately creepy and/or decrepit backgrounds. “Rural America left to rot by global capitalism” was becoming the hot angle and we tried to find spots where the scenery was appropriately run-down but not so run-down that it would send the viewer spiraling into a depression. Dino’s Donuts was a nice middle ground. It kind of looked like an old-timey diner (pop culture is obsessed with the idea that small-town folk eat in diners, for some reason) and its dead neon double-D sign above the words OPEN 24 HOURS in peeling paint made for a nice symbol of the Good Old Days. The reality was that this shithole had been seven different roach-infested restaurants just in my lifetime (Mexican, Chinese, burgers, Mexican again) and had only been Dino’s Donuts for about six months before it went belly-up. The donuts somehow tasted day-old the moment they came out of the fryer and the coffee had that fatal coffee trait of tasting how it looked instead of how it smelled. The place had abruptly closed last year after the owner went to jail for selling meth out the back (Dino employed his two sons, ages twelve and fourteen, to do those transactions). You might be asking why anyone would try running drugs out of the back of a twenty-four-hour donut store considering such joints are famous for being a hangout for cops and, if so, congratulations: You are officially smarter than Dino Denalli.

Anyway, that’s where we were shooting and it’s also where we’d told LeSabre to meet us if he could in fact hear us through the bug, because this was going to take a while. We had no teleprompter and it was John’s turn to perform, since I’d done the talking in the parking lot that morning. He couldn’t memorize paragraphs of narration, so he always just winged it and by this point I shouldn’t have to explain the problem with that. Generally, John could only get through about three sentences without stumbling over a word. Not that I was any better; you don’t think about how many times you butcher pronunciations in everyday conversation until you have to spray an unbroken perfect paragraph into a camera.

John took his spot under the dead double-D sign and Amy got him in frame.

“Action,” she said, trying her best to keep her shivering from translating into a shaky shot.

“So, the thing about ghosts,” began John in the TV Voice he’d been developing, “is that they’re not strong enough to hurt you. Videos of poltergeists moving objects around a room typically imply that they have roughly the same physical strength as a length of fishing line. So it’s not surprising that nobody in history has ever died by ghost. Not as far as we know, anyway. I guess the coroner would probably call it something else if it ever did happen. Like if a poltergeist crushed your skull with an iron skillet, that would just go in the records as blunt force trauma.”

He glanced off-screen at me doing a rolling “hurry up” gesture with my finger.

“Right, so— Should we just cut to this part? I’ll pause so we can get it clean. Here we go. We just came from the scene of a real guy who really died, it’s not a rumor or an urban legend, his wounds will be a matter of public record and I’ve gotta say, this is a perfect example of why we prefer the ghost shit.”

“Take it again without the cursing,” said Amy.

“They’ll just bleep it. This is the way people talk around here, it’s not authentic otherwise.”

“Still, we should keep it as clean as we can,” she said, not for the first time. “The problem is the viewer is forced to mentally insert a word for the bleep and it makes it unclear what you’re saying.”

“She’s right,” I added. “Like there, some people are gonna think you said, ‘We prefer the ghost cock.’ Or ‘ghost cum.’ Or ‘ghost racial slur.’ Don’t leave it up to our audience’s filthy imaginations, those people are sickos.”

“Yeah,” he said, trying to warm his fingers with his breath. “You’re right. Let me take it back to the last bit about how we just came from the scene of a weird death. Wait, actually, let me just take it back to the very start, I don’t even remember what I’ve said so far. Ready?”

“I’ve been rolling this whole time,” said Amy. “It’s not like this is film.”

He cleared his throat. “So, the thing about ghost stories is that—”

“WHAT THE FUCK’S UP, YOU PIGSHIT-DICKED CHUCKLECUNTS!?”

We all spun to find Joy, John’s roommate and my nemesis, sauntering up to us in a manner that suggested she’d had a couple drinks.

Amy said, “Joy!” as if she was happy to see her, maybe because, deep down, Amy loves chaos. “Aren’t your boobs cold?”

She was referring to Joy’s outfit, which included a top that was inappropriate for the weather and most religions’ teachings about modesty. She wore a fake fur coat that only came down to her rib cage and remained open at the front because she probably couldn’t get the top half closed even if she’d wanted to. Amy says it’s rude when I describe Joy to strangers as “a stray who showed up at John’s house one day” and then refuse all follow-up questions, but that’s frankly the most polite way I know how to put it. She is not romantically involved with John and they had no previous friendship prior to her appearance. Calling them “roommates” would inaccurately imply the existence of a signed lease that resulted from some kind of agreement between the two. If I wanted to be mean about it, I would say that Joy’s presence constituted an infestation. If I wanted to be nice about it, I would say the exact same thing.

“Are you guys filming?” asked Joy. “Can I be in it? I want to plug the podcast.”

Joy hosted a relationship advice podcast with John, despite neither one of them having had a single successful romantic relationship in their entire lives. It’s mostly John explaining what not to do and Joy making jokes so inappropriate that I would not dream of repeating them here.

“You know you can’t,” said John. “Our viewer mail is horny enough as it is.”

“I don’t even know if she’d show up on camera,” I said, and nobody laughed. “What are you doing here?”

“I had a date at Chi-Chi’s,” said Joy, nodding in the direction of the Mexican chain restaurant down the street that visitors from out of town always insisted couldn’t exist (something about the chain having gone out of business a decade ago?). “I ghosted when I heard we were having a horror crisis. So I hear there was a big loaf of human limbs in the Spirit Nothing parking lot this morning?”

“Who told you that?”

“The cashier at FOOD.” Joy always pronounced the name of the convenience store across from our house like it was being woofed by a large dog.

“More stuff has happened,” said John. “You know Jumbo? Got the lawn mower repair shop? He found a mystery appliance, then he disappeared and reappeared a few hours later but he was dead and tortured and had aged a bit. Also a tall, sexy dude showed up at Dave’s house and said we should keep our eyes out for an entity called the Penetrator so we think maybe it had something to do with that. The sexy dude left us a sleepy white beetle to call him on but we can’t tell if it works.”

Joy nodded as if all of that was perfectly clear, sensible, and coherent. “Did the sexy man say where he was from?”

“Elsewhere,” said Amy. “But not the same elsewhere this Penetrator came from. Sounds like he’s been chasing him across worlds.”

I studied Joy’s face. She did not like what she was hearing.

I asked, “You have something you want to share?”

“No, I have to go, I’m gonna be late for my date. Have fun making your TV show.”

“I thought you said you—”

She was already hurrying away at a pace that would be suspicious in most cases, though I cannot emphasize enough that Joy’s whole deal is that sometimes she Just Does Things.

We eventually got what we decided was an acceptable version of John’s monologue (meaning we ran out of light and decided his last attempt would have to be good enough). Then we opened the rear doors of the Clam Van to load up our gear and there was LeSabre, seated on the floor in the lotus position.

I said, “You remember what I told you about breaking in without permission?”

“Does one of you … live in here?” replied LeSabre, smoothly. “My impression was that this was a mode of transportation.”

“In this world, ambushing somebody in their car is an even bigger reason to get your ass beat.”

“Come inside, I can see that you’re cold.”

We crammed ourselves into the truck and John squeezed past LeSabre to go get the heat going so that we wouldn’t all have to have our extremities amputated. I noticed that, after starting the engine, John hesitated and I was certain he was waiting to see if “Under the Sea” would start playing. It didn’t. Also, if you’ve been wondering if the Clam Van stank like old fish, I’ll just say that it was approximately 86 percent of what you’d smell on the deck of an old whaling ship.

LeSabre gestured to the outside and said, “Who was that woman you were speaking to earlier?”

I said, “Nobody. John’s roommate. We’ve got a cop you need to talk to. You know what that is? You got cops in your world? Or maybe you are one?”

“Where is she from?”

“The cop?”

“The woman, the roommate.”

John returned from the front and said, “We’re asking the questions, dude. Dave, tell him the rules.”

I nodded. “It’s only one rule, really: no cryptic bullshit. We get all types here, living and dead, from this universe and that, and what all of them love to do is speak in riddles. If you’re not gonna talk to the cop, then you’re gonna talk to us. So we’re going to ask you questions and, this time, you’re going to give us plain answers.”

“And what happens if you judge my answers to be insufficiently clear?”

“Then we will reply in the universally understood interdimensional language of an ass beating.”

John said, “What happened to Jumbo?”

“That’s the name you know him by?”

Amy said, “His real name was Lucius Kennelworth.”

I said, “Really?”

“As for what happened to him,” said LeSabre, “I must impress upon you that it is complicated to explain and you cannot blame me for any difficulty you may experience in comprehending that explanation.”

“Try us.”

“It’s my understanding that prior to his disappearance, an object was detected in his shop, something unfamiliar.”

“That’s right,” I said. “It looked like a replica made by somebody who didn’t know what they were replicating.”

“That was the Penetrator. It has, let’s say, tools at its disposal, to disguise itself.”

Amy said, “See, that would have been very helpful to know several hours ago. And also, did you notice that it was actually not very difficult to explain at all?”

“Yeah,” said John, “this wouldn’t even be the first thing we’ve run across that can do that. Camouflage is useful to all sorts of creatures in all sorts of situations, so you find it everywhere. Spiders, hunters, perverts.”

“Is the Penetrator done,” asked Amy, “or will there be more?”

LeSabre took a cautious pause, as if this was treading on dangerous ground. “I do not know,” he began, carefully, “but if it is still here, then that means there will be more victims.”

“But you can’t shed any light on who it might go after next.”

“No.”

“Because it’s just a monster,” said John. “It just does this because monsters do monster shit?”

“It is better to think of it as a machine.”

“We have a word for that. Robot.”

“No. Its body is actually part flesh and part machine.”

“We have a word for that, too. Cyborg. Hell, we even have a word for cyborg that comes through a portal to murder someone. I cannot emphasize enough that there is no concept so weird that we don’t already have hundreds of movies about it.”

“Time had passed for the victim,” said Amy. “More time than had passed for the rest of us here. Is that something the Penetrator can do?”

“Again, this will be difficult to explain,” said LeSabre, “but the Penetrator transported Mr. Kennelworth to another universe. In that universe, time passes much more quickly, by a factor of ninety-nine point nine-six.”

“A hundred times faster, then,” said Amy. “So he was gone for three hours in our time, but from his point of view, was gone for three hundred. Almost two weeks. And once again that seemed super easy to explain.”

“I can assure you that to Mr. Kennelworth, it would have felt much longer. None of you can comprehend the suffering endured in the preparation for what was done to him.”

“Why?” asked Amy. “After all, if the Penetrator is a machine, then what it’s doing is being done because it was specifically built and programmed to do so by someone else.”

“The Penetrator was sent from a civilization gone mad. Its citizens look like humans and the civilization itself may even present to your eyes as the product of humanity. But I assure you, nothing truly alive is left in them.”

“Okay,” said John, “so does the fact that it has a man-shaped body mean it can die like a man, via the normal methods? Part robot or not, I’m assuming that no being with a body would enjoy being shot in the penis.”

LeSabre said, “Do not attempt it yourself. As I said before, if you find it, get away and contact me.”

John nodded, as if imagining himself shouting into LeSabre’s call-bug with one hand while using his other to repeatedly shoot the Penetrator in the dong. “So what happens next?”

“Keep an eye out for unfamiliar objects that could be an entity in camouflage,” said LeSabre. “Keep watch through the night. Arm yourselves, but only with the goal of self-defense and escape. Do not bother trying to mentally prepare for whatever tortures the Penetrator may inflict on you if it is given the chance, as this will only increase your despair should the worst happen and you then realize just how badly your imagination failed you.”

“Will you talk to the detective?” asked Amy.

“I am certain that they would attempt to detain me, which would result in a confrontation that would only multiply our disadvantages.”

He stood and made his way to the rear door of the Clam Van.

“Be watchful,” he said, his hand on the door handle. “And be safe. Untold anguish awaits your next misstep.”

He exited the vehicle as I wondered if he always said goodbye that way. We watched from inside as he walked down the block and turned a corner.

Amy whispered, “Go.”

She didn’t have to clarify. We all knew it would be extremely helpful to know where LeSabre was holed up during his stay in our universe, if for no other reason than we could give the address to Detective Justice and she would be slightly less mad at us. If LeSabre instead had a doorway somewhere that was functioning as a portal to take him back home, knowing its location would be even more helpful. John and I hopped out and followed LeSabre’s footprints. He’d disappeared around the corner of a former McDonald’s that was now a consignment shop called Least Depressing Vintage. We rounded the corner and saw that his prints in the snow led past the store and turned again, down an alley. Meaning he’d taken two right turns, as if he knew we were following.

I glanced at John, silently conveying that LeSabre could now be waiting to ambush us if he was that serious about privacy. We moved toward the opening of the alley and pressed ourselves against the wall nearby, listening. No audible footsteps, or rustling of clothes suggesting he was around the corner drawing a weapon. No breathing that I could hear over my own.

We stepped back and then circled around so that we would have some space between us if LeSabre was in fact hiding around the corner. Instead—

PWOOSH!

The alley filled with thick, black smoke, as if the man had spontaneously combusted. The smoke billowed out in our direction and we moved back, not knowing if it was toxic. I imagined LeSabre having chucked a chemical weapon that would melt the flesh from our bones if we let it touch us.

We circled around the building to see if we could catch him running out the other end of the alley. Instead, we found prints that led to a now-empty parking space along the street. As if he’d just gotten into a car and driven away.

I said, “Well, shit.”

John lit a cigarette and said, “Not at all. The Penetrator can zap in and out of our world, he can take victims with him. I’m thinking LeSabre can’t. He’s getting in another way.”

“Does that matter?”

“Oh, yeah. You can tell a lot about a person by how they get around. Come on, let’s get back to the Clam Van.”






30 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


John dipped a chicken nugget into his homemade creamy chipotle sauce and said, “Is it possible Jumbo just porked some dude’s wife or girlfriend in another dimension? And this is that guy getting revenge?”

We’d all gone back to John’s place because we were starving. In theory, we were supposed to finish putting the meth possession video together but we were no more in the mood to do that than you are to read about it.

I stopped chewing long enough to say, “You think he porked the wife of something called ‘the Penetrator’?”

“No, maybe the cuckold hired the Penetrator to do the job. Or rented it. Maybe it’s a Revenge Bot, you feed it a target and tell it how much you want him to suffer.”

As I’ve mentioned, we are all extremely wealthy now, so we were having the good frozen chicken nuggets from the grocery store—tempura-battered raw chicken, not precooked—which, when fried, tasted exactly like McDonald’s. John’s newfound opulence meant he had upgraded to a dual-basket deep fryer, the other chamber currently devoted to frozen French fries that did not taste like McDonald’s garbage fries, but like the new fries they had at Burger King, with the crunchy batter coating. There’s a theory that the economic lower classes care only about the quantity of food served, the middle class cares mostly about the quality, and the upper classes care only about the presentation. I felt like we had finally arrived at the second tier, and that’s where I intended to stay, as it was the only one that made sense. John, meanwhile, seemed hell-bent on continuing up that ladder because he had brought out a silver platter of dipping sauces, the kind of thing that billionaires dip their nuggets in. Joy kept double-dipping, cramming half-eaten nuggets into the sweet and sour sauce even though she had claimed she had just eaten dinner at the Mexican place and also I’m not even sure she should be eating human food. LeSabre’s pale communication beetle was on the table next to John. He’d sat a chicken nugget in front of it but it hadn’t shown any interest.

Amy’s phone dinged its text notification and I said, “Is that the detective?”

“No. Bridgette.”

With no other information to go on, we’d decided that those most in danger of being the next victims were in Jumbo’s inner circle, based on what we knew from cop shows and true crime podcasts. Amy had noticed Bridgette, Jumbo’s latest inappropriate-age-gap girlfriend who we’d met at the crime scene, posting about the situation on social media and reached out to her. So now they were texting back and forth, Amy having to do our familiar dance of figuring out exactly what to tell a traumatized witness about this town that wouldn’t just make everything worse.

“They’re all at Jumbo’s house, having a potluck,” said Amy. “Nobody else has disappeared or been, you know, subjected to horrors. They’re scanning every inch of the property for a piece of furniture that looks weird or out of place. Which is something of an odd task considering, you know. Jumbo’s lifestyle.”

John nodded. “Don’t want to open fire on Jumbo’s vulva catapult for no reason.”

We’d done our own examination around John’s property and confirmed that his many pieces of abnormal furniture were as we remembered them (we were currently eating on a pool table that occupied his entire dining room, the felt protected by a tablecloth that was actually a silk cape bearing a logo of three severed arms arranged in a triangle). I noticed Amy was barely eating, absently poking a French fry into her mouth every once in a while, biting off a quarter-inch at a time.

I wasn’t surprised, considering what we’d seen and how Amy had been feeling even before that, but Joy said, “Are you avoiding the chicken? I’m sure we have some non-animals we can fry up in there. Or animals that don’t care, like shrimp. Scientists say they like to die.”

“It’s not that,” said John. “I asked!”

“It’s fine,” said Amy. “I gave up on that a while ago. Just not hungry.”

Amy had tried going vegan and avoiding eating any animal products after watching a horrific exposé on factory farming, particularly after seeing what happens to male baby chickens just after they’re hatched (look it up—or better yet, don’t).

“I still feel bad about it,” she said. “It’s just that places around here don’t exactly cater to that kind of diet. Also, it’s basically impossible to do it for real. Glycerin is an animal product and it’s in everything. Soap, razors. And the vegetables themselves aren’t really vegan. There are animal products in everything used to grow them, like the tires on the tractors. The farms have to bulldoze animal habitats to make room for the corn and beans, they kill anything that threatens the crops, they wipe out bugs by the billion with all their sprays…” She shook her head. “I just got overwhelmed trying to figure out where to draw an arbitrary line and eventually gave up.”

I normally stayed quiet during these discussions but since everyone seemed on my side now, I said, “Plus, it’s kind of weird that we’re the only species that worries about this. Predators don’t put prey ‘out of their misery,’ they’ll munch on the back half of the animal while the other half is still alive and awake. The screams and squeals just remind them the meat is fresh. If pigs had the power to herd us and turn us into meat, I can guarantee they wouldn’t have any of the anti-cruelty laws we do. Our despair would mean nothing to them.”

“Well, if you follow that to its conclusion,” said Amy, “I don’t think you’ll like where it goes. I remember when I was eleven, on a road trip with my dad. I went to use the bathroom at a Shell station and somebody had scratched graffiti in the stall that said, ‘All animals rape, only humans complain about it.’ I remember nothing else about that trip.”

Everyone just sat and ate in silence for a bit and I tried to figure out if it was me or Amy who’d killed the conversation this time. Before anyone could think of an appropriate subject change, John’s phone dinged to signal a text message and he stood up at the table.

“That’s Justice. It says, ‘Get your ass to BeBu by the highway NOW. Bring Red, no cameras.’”

We all stood, concluding what I didn’t know was to be our final meal before Amy disappeared.



After deciphering the text, we concluded the detective was summoning us to the building that used to be a Best Buy but that in recent years had been rented out as storage space (only the left half of the yellow sign remained). The second sentence was instructing us to bring Amy aka the Smart One and letting us know that we were not, under any circumstances, to try to get video of the proceedings. Upon arrival, we decided to park in the center of the lot with the ass of the van pointed at the store, with one of the video cameras recording out of a rear window. If nothing else, we could get what in the biz they call “B-roll,” which is the barely relevant video they throw on screen so you have something to look at while the narrator talks.

BeBu storage was part of a U-shaped shopping center that had seen better days but, to be fair, had also seen much worse. What had been the glass front wall of the old Best Buy had been papered over so that miscreants wouldn’t be able to easily see what was available to be stolen inside. An external metal grate had been installed to resist any cinder blocks chucked by said miscreants after their ambitions were frustrated. That meant the camera John had set up in back wouldn’t capture anything that was done or said inside unless it occurred by an open door, and nobody was leaving those doors propped open unless they just wanted to find out if hypothermia is all it’s cracked up to be.

Maybe we’ll get lucky and something will swoop down and attack us on the way in.

“Have I ever told you how much I hate cameras,” said Amy, as John crouched by the camera in back and screwed around with the low-light settings, every adjustment somehow making the picture worse.

“You’ve complained that you hate every single photo or video of you ever taken,” I said, “even the pics that get two dozen comments from internet strangers calling you beautiful.”

“Ugh.”

For some reason, Amy was the type to get compliments from followers that were phrased as confessions (“I know it’s weird but I find her strangely attractive!”) or pitying reassurances (“Don’t let anybody tell you you’re not pretty!”) as if they alone found her freckles and emerald eyes pleasant to look at.

She said, “We’re not even two hundred years into this. The first photo was taken in the 1800s and I honestly think it drove us mad, as a civilization. The idea that you can share your reality with somebody thousands of miles away, it’s so addictive that people immediately forget that cameras don’t do that at all. You capture an image, strip it of context, spread it around? All you’ve done is create a mass hallucin— What are you doing?”

She was asking John, who’d given up trying to get anything but a dark blur out of the camera and was now messing with a spring mechanism strapped to his forearm.

“It’s a gun,” I said/groaned. “He has it rigged so that it stays hidden up by his elbow but when he hits a little switch it springs it into his hand. But to get it to work, he has to wear that particular shirt with the giant oversized sleeves, and use the tiniest gun you’ve ever seen.”

“You know what they say,” said John, clicking the dinky little gun into place, “every plan should either bring you victory or give witnesses a funny story to tell later.”

Amy said, “So you never feel weird doing the on-camera stuff? I always feel like it’s an out-of-body experience. Unnatural.”

He considered it. “It’s kind of like, well, I know you’ve never been high, but sometimes if you get high and watch a movie, you can really tell the actors are acting, if that makes sense. It’s like that, I can watch me on playback and feel myself doing a performance, and doing it more and more as I get used to it. Like just exposure to a camera is turning me into a liar.”

And in this moment I understood perfectly why Amy would hate that, as dishonesty could find no purchase in her. She could not contort herself into something that wasn’t true any more than a gazelle could convincingly disguise itself as a rattlesnake. I didn’t say any of this out loud, because a couples counselor had told me that sometimes my love of Amy fell into hero worship and that it created an unhealthy dynamic, one that made Amy uncomfortable, because she felt like she couldn’t live up to it.

“I agree that we should be meaner to actors,” is what I said instead.

“We ready?” asked John, who did not wait for a reply before saying, “Let’s go.”

A uniformed cop wordlessly gestured us inside and I was disappointed to find the city wasn’t paying to heat the space, at least not in a way that you’d notice. Two more cops stood just inside the door, drinking from cups of gas station coffee next to a row of plastic red barrels adorned with warning labels.

If this was a video game, I’d shoot those barrels and take out this whole facility.

The rest of the BeBu interior was towering rows of warehouse shelving that reached to the ceiling, piled high with junk in a manner that seemed almost intentionally designed to prevent any one item from being retrieved without triggering an avalanche. We found Detective Justice standing under a shelf piled high with mannequins that seemed to all have been covered in patchwork leather. On the floor nearby was a dirty tarp that stretched down the aisle.

She gestured to the tarp and said, “Is there any chance in hell that you know anything about this?”

After the three of us silently conferred with each other via uncertain glances, I said, “By this point, you know that if I say we don’t know what you’re talking about, that we’re not playing dumb, right? We are being our authentic ignorant selves.”

“The loaf of limbs,” said the detective. “It was here, on this tarp, an hour ago. Now it’s gone.”

“Why was it here?” asked John as he poked at a stack of what appeared to be huge wheels of Parmesan cheese that had been riddled with bullets from a machine gun.

“All this is supposedly cursed evidence,” said Justice. “The city rents this space so we can put the ‘haunted’ bullshit here so that the guys in the evidence room will stop complaining that they’re hearing mysterious voices in the middle of the night and seeing dolls get up and walk around on their own. Got to the point everybody just refused to go in there until it was all moved.”

On the shelf behind me, I saw labeled jars of some kind of thick, red, syrupy liquid and almost thought I could detect something squirming around inside. Next to them was a bunch of old G.I. Joe action figures in a sealed glass case and it kind of looked like they were trying to climb out. There was an old wedding dress that had been partially burned and then wrapped in rusty chains. On the floor behind us was a laundry cart like you’d find in a hospital or prison, full of old-fashioned women’s undergarments. Down by the far wall was a life-sized stuffed zebra whose head had been crudely sawed off and some kind of dried green fluid had oozed down its neck. It was like we were in a rural Goodwill Outlet store, only not quite as creepy.

I said, “Well, I’ve never been in here since it stopped being a Best Buy, so…”

“Your arm was in the loaf,” said Detective Justice, and my lumbering brain tried and failed to make sense of those six words.

“How do you know?” asked Amy, who apparently did not have this problem.

“We’ve been plucking limbs out and running prints through AFIS. Got through forty so far. Twelve don’t match anything in the database. Fifteen have no prints at all, as if the owners either burned them off or themselves had been grown in a lab. The final thirteen are all matches and all thirteen of those people are alive and well, and in possession of all their limbs. One of them was yours, a right arm.”

I actually pulled my right hand out of my pocket and examined it, as if to confirm I hadn’t lost it at some point.

I said, “Huh.”

“Do you have a picture?” asked Amy, who kept her voice even but I noticed her also glancing at my arm for reassurance that it hadn’t detached since the last time she’d looked.

The detective showed us her phone, a picture of said limb laid out on a blue sheet next to a ruler and label cards.

“It doesn’t look like mine,” I said, of a limb that had more muscle tone and a deeper tan than I’d ever had.

“Yes, it does,” said Amy. “See the way the hair curls around the wristbone? I’d recognize it even without the matching prints.”

I sighed. “Well, Detective, I hope the expressions on our faces make it clear the degree to which we don’t know how that’s possible or what it means.”

“Oh, it gets better,” said Justice, as she swiped to the next photo.

This pic was of the same arm, flipped so it was now palm-up. Under the forearm was scrawled a single word, scratched into the skin with a dull blade or fingernail:

BEANS

“I’d ask if that means anything to you,” said Justice, “but yeah, your expressions make it pretty clear.”

“I mean, it’s somebody sending a message,” I said, “but is it me sending it to myself? Somebody else sending it to me? My arm didn’t wind up in that pile by coincidence, somebody knew I’d see this. Maybe they didn’t get to finish the message?”

Amy, who’d clearly been thinking the same thing, said, “What relevant message, threat, or warning could start with the word beans? Like if he, or you, got interrupted writing beanstalk, what does that do for us? There’s no business in town that starts with those five letters. No street, either, if they were trying to write an address. I assume none of the other limbs had writing?”

“None that we examined before they got zapped away,” said Justice.

John said, “You’re going to think I’m joking but I seriously think that was just a grocery list.”

Amy asked, “In terms of fingerprints, are the rest of the matches local?”

“Nope,” said Justice. “Just his. I can’t believe I’m about to ask this question out loud, but is it possible these are limbs that have been severed in the future and sent back in time? You said these people can do shit like that, hop around the timelines and such.”

Amy thought about that and said, “It’s possible, but if we start speculating on that, I don’t even know where it ends. Once you realize travel to the past is a thing, you find yourself lying awake every night wondering if you’re living in a timeline that’s the result of shadowy interdimensional beings tweaking history to their own ends. Did you learn anything looking at Jumbo’s body?”

“Jumbo was worked over for several days by somebody who had detailed knowledge of and, I’m guessing, extensive experience with, causing pain in the human organism. A patch of skin the size of a football was peeled off his chest. Some unknown liquid was pumped into him to the point it caused his stomach to rupture. And a wide range of tools went in and out of that man’s asshole, tools I’d say were likely designed for that purpose.”

Amy scrunched up her face. “Ew. Why his butt?”

I didn’t need the detective to answer that one. “It’s what men do,” I said, “when they have another man helpless. The inquisition had all sorts of tools designed to tear open a heretic’s orifice in a manner they believed was sure to please the Lord. The Judas Cradle, the Pear of Anguish. Vlad the Impaler did his impaling that way, up the ass. Oh, and King Edward the Second and at least one recently deposed dictator have something in common, in that when they were captured by rebels they were supposedly killed by, uh, similar means. Similar to what we’re talking about, I won’t go into details.” I noticed everybody was staring at me and said, “I fell down a Wikipedia rabbit hole one night.”

“The two weirdest things,” said Justice, “is the chain he was restrained with is apparently a metal nobody’s seen before. At least according to Jumbo’s friend Pokey Kendrick, who’s got a degree in metallurgy. The other thing is the white dust that was all over him. We had it tested, along with a sample of the same dust from our log of limbs. You want to take a guess at what that was? Imagine the weirdest possible thing and you’ll be right.”

I said, “Powdered sugar?” at the same time John said, “1980s dog turds?”

“Ash,” said Justice. “Some of it, the lab says, was organic.”

Amy wrinkled her nose. “As in, it was the ash of living things?”

“Of people, they think. It sounds like wherever Jumbo was taken, wherever those limbs came from, is just filthy with the ash of burned human corpses.”

I nodded and let out a weary breath. “I have to say that you’re taking this very well. Considering, you know, the picture that is being painted for us here.”

“I’ve had a couple drinks today,” said Justice.

“So about the loaf of limbs,” said Amy, “was somebody here watching when it disappeared? Or, even better, recording it with a security camera?”

“One of the guards was in a little room back there. Yes, the cameras were on when the loaf disappeared. No, the video doesn’t reveal anything. The other guard was outside, smoking, he also saw nothing.”

“Can we see the video anyway?”

“You think you’ll magically spot something I couldn’t?”

“Yep.”

I feel like that response from me or John would have caused the detective to hit us repeatedly with a Taser but, after meeting Amy’s eyes for a moment, Justice just nodded and said, “Follow me.”

She led us back to an Employees Only section of the store and John made like he knew exactly where the security team’s hangout was.

As we entered the security office, he said, “I worked here, briefly, like ten years ago. A lot of the security is plainclothes fake shoppers, wandering around the store. That was me. If I saw somebody stuff a thumb drive or DVD in their pocket I had to go tell a member of the sales team, who’d talk to them real friendly, asking if they needed help. The whole thing was about avoiding confrontation.”

I said, “I don’t remember that.”

“Well, it was only two weeks. Got fired because a guy grabbed a bunch of RAM sticks and ran for the door and I did a flying dive tackle. Corporate treats that as a worse crime than theft.”

“That seems reasonable,” noted Amy.

He sighed. “Guess I got caught up in the moment. I mean, the kid needs to learn right from wrong at some point, think how much different Hitler could have turned out if somebody had tackled him at just the right time. Good luck trying to write Mein Kampf from jail, asshole.”

The room was empty of staff and Amy sat at a large monitor displaying a grid of twelve different black-and-white camera feeds. She clicked on the one pointed at the dirty tarp and scrolled backward in the timeline as if she had lots of experience digging through security camera software, which she did. She scrubbed back to about ninety minutes ago, when the long pile of arms and legs was still on the tarp, having almost entirely lost its shape during transport. I imagined it getting messily scooped up out of the Spirit Nothing lot and dumped onto a flatbed with a skid-steer loader. We watched until the pile of limbs blinked out of existence, just as Judy had described: no flash of light or a magic portal, no special effects.

Amy said, “There’s no audio for this, right?”

“No,” said the detective. “Why?”

“Around the time it disappeared, did anybody hear a high-pitched noise?”

“They both did. Jeffers—that’s the one who was back here—said he thought it sounded like an old engine starting up, the squeal of a cracked serpentine belt slipping. He went out the back door to see if a vehicle had been started out there, saw nothing, came back, and that’s when he noticed the loaf was gone. What’s the relevance?”

John said, “That noise was heard when Jumbo disappeared and reappeared. Like the door between universes has a rusty hinge.”

Amy was now tapping an arrow key to go frame-by-frame and said, “Is that anything?”

She found the moment the pile of parts vanished and, in the fraction of a second before, there was a dark smudge at the bottom of the frame that maybe, possibly could have been a man’s head.

“Looked like a bug flying past the lens to me,” said Justice, who then shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe not.”

John leaned closer to the screen. “Can you de-enhance? Make it even blurrier? I don’t like looking at it.”

Instead, Amy advanced forward a frame and now it was just empty tarp.

I gestured to the screen and said, “So, all in all, this is one less headache, right? Limb loaf is gone, hopefully it never comes back. We’ve got enough to worry about without that giant pile of untraceable remains to hide from the public.”

“I swear you have the problem-solving skills of a newborn,” said Detective Justice, who I noted was demonstrably less patient with me than she was with Amy. “Just because a thing disappears from your sight, you assume you can just delete it from your mental list of concerns? How do we know that pile of parts didn’t get teleported into somebody’s bedroom two blocks from here? Or into the gymnasium at an elementary school?”

“I mean, as long as it went far enough away to be in somebody else’s jurisdiction…”

“Who is that?!?” hissed Amy, pointing at the monitor.

She was keeping her voice low, like she was now afraid of being heard, which confused me until I saw where she was looking on the monitor: not at the feed of the empty tarp, but at the view of the front door. Just inside the door were the two coffee-drinking cops we’d passed when we entered, next to the row of red plastic barrels. Only now, where the final barrel in the row had been, there was a fully naked man, crouched on the floor next to the cops who seemed completely unaware of his presence.

John said, “Holy shit, that’s probably him! How long ago was this?”

Justice yanked a pistol from inside her jacket and said, “That’s live.”

We all rushed out and rounded a shelf piled high with what appeared to be plastic bags full of dead crows. The front doors came into view and, next to them, the two cops sipping coffee by the barrels. I focused hard and thought I could maybe see the crouched nude man who was somehow projecting the end barrel as camouflage. Seeing through smokescreens like this is kind of my whole thing, you could even say it’s literally my only notable skill in life. And yet …

“GET AWAY FROM THAT!” yelled Detective Justice from behind her gun.

The two cops just stared because, in the moment, it had to have seemed like the detective was jealously accusing them of getting too familiar with her barrel. It has to be hard for the locals to know the difference between a paranormal encounter and a colleague who’s just lost their marbles, as both happen with roughly equal frequency.

Seeing their indecision, John yelled, “They’re going to explode!” because he knew that sometimes you have to lie to people for their own good.

Both cops backed away, but still seemed extremely confused. None of the red barrels were smoking or bulging or whistling, they all were just sitting there. At least, until the one on the end started wobbling itself toward the cop on the right, the shorter and skinnier of the two.

He gasped, “What the hell?” and then started running and the barrel chased him, bouncing back and forth like a child would make a toy walk across a floor. Then the barrel caught up to him and both man and barrel vanished amid that sharp REEK noise that I felt in the center of my skull.

The other cop said, “Herc!” which I guess was the smaller cop’s name, unless that was an expletive or a prayer to a deity. Detective Justice pointed her pistol at the empty spot of floor where man and barrel had been, her chest heaving with enraged breaths.

“Where the fuck did they go?” she asked us in a way that made it clear she very much expected an answer.

“Call an ambulance,” said Amy, who had her hand on her head, fingers knotted in her hair, the way she did when her anxiety had blown past the tipping point. “You saw Jumbo. When he comes back … call them now, don’t wait.”

The man, Herc, then reappeared horizontally in midair about five feet off the ground, falling to the concrete floor with a thud. Blood splattered on impact. He was gurgling and hissing and twitching, his face bashed in, his fingers mangled. I happened to notice that on his shoes and the seat of his pants was that white dust, apparently the ash of a world that had become a crematorium.

Amy ran toward him, shouting, “AMBULANCE! SOMEBODY!”

But now the other cop had his gun out, whipping his head around for signs of the red barrel.

I turned to John. “I didn’t bring a gun.”

He nodded, held one hand in the air, activated his mechanism and up from his sleeve popped his tiny pistol.

“Please tell me you brought something other than—”

I was interrupted by gunshots. It was the other cop, shooting at apparently nothing, stray bullets shattering the papered-over glass around the front door. One of the remaining barrels sprung a leak, spouting a rope of red syrup onto the concrete.

“I SAW HIM!” barked the cop between ragged breaths. “I THINK! HE’S A—A BLUR!”

Detective Justice had been in the middle of a radio call to get ambulances en route, but was now scanning the room. “Keep your head, goddamn it! He could be—”

The Penetrator shrieked into existence right behind the uniformed cop, and then—

REEK!

Instantly, both vanished.

“SHIT!” said Detective Justice. “If he’ll just stay still for a second I’ll light his ass up.”

I said, “There’s no guarantee your bullets will do anything! It might be a cyborg situation!”

“No, the way he’s zipping in and out, disguising himself? Whatever he is, I’m thinking he can die just like a man. If he shows himself we’ll find out.”

REEK!

The noise was followed by a cry of agony from somewhere back in the store, among the shelves of cursed evidence. We all spun in that direction, just as the power went out, plunging us all into darkness.

I dug for my phone to use its light, then Judy clicked on her much more powerful cop flashlight and illuminated a tunnel through the dark, her gun in her left hand resting atop the flashlight in her right. She edged toward the shelves and found the other cop, having come back from wherever the Penetrator was taking them. His right arm had exploded at the elbow, exposing splinters of bone around shredded meat.

Judy got back on her radio and barked orders and cop codes, keeping the panic out of her voice but being clear, direct, and assertive. Then she swept the area around us with her light and we all knew what she was looking for, any object that seemed out of place, something with roughly the same volume as an adult, nude man. Amy had her phone out but wasn’t using the light; she was recording video and at first I admired her dedication to getting footage for the show, but then realized that our experience with the security feeds minutes ago had demonstrated that the Penetrator’s camouflage apparently didn’t hold up when viewed through a lens. The detective’s flashlight illuminated a knee-high and extremely racist lawn ornament, an ottoman made out of an elephant’s foot and a grandfather clock onto which some unreadable text had been scrawled with a knife. Across the aisle was an entire shelf of wooden owls, plastic polka-dotted toy eggs the size of footballs, a net full of clown wigs, and a five-gallon jar of Vaseline. Then her light hit an object standing on the floor at the end of one shelf and we all froze.

It was an obsidian statue of a wiry, muscular man with moth wings. I held a silent hand up to Amy to signal for her to move back, and no doubt that was wrong and sexist but the truth is if one of us was going to get whisked out of reality to be roughed up in Hell by the Naked Avenger, I was a whole lot more equipped to handle it, and not just because I outweighed her by a hundred pounds and had twice as many hands. The detective made a show of quickly sweeping the light across the statue and then focusing her attention elsewhere, not wanting to let on that the Penetrator’s cover had been blown.

I heard a mechanical whisk and click and it was John’s gun mechanism zipping his tiny pistol up his sleeve into his hand, which means at some point he’d pushed it down purely so he could activate it again. Detective Justice was edging around but keeping her distance from the black statue, steadily moving farther away. She had a gun, the Penetrator didn’t, and every step backward added to the range advantage. She swept the beam of her flashlight across it again, once more trying to make it look incidental. The statue had red eyes but the rest of its body seemed to reflect no light. The Penetrator had cast us in darkness and then assumed a form that would disappear in the shadows.

I knew in this moment that the detective was asking herself the same question I was: Would shooting the statue in its camouflaged form have any effect on the manlike thing it concealed? Somewhere in the darkness behind us, the two wounded officers moaned and writhed on the cold floor. The detective positioned herself behind the laundry cart full of ancient underpants we’d seen earlier, as if intending to use it as cover should the statue come to life and lunge for her. By this point, we’d lingered long enough that surely the Penetrator knew we were onto it, so now it was a standoff, likely sensing that we were hesitant to shoot until it made itself known. Faint sirens sounded in the distance, the ambulances and/or backup responding to Justice’s call. That, apparently, was the detective’s cue to force the issue.

“Sir,” she said, a faint puff of steam wafting out with the word, “you need to turn yourself into a human being and get your dick down on that floor, right now. Otherwise, I’m going to start putting hollow points into the center of this statue and assume your real torso is in there somewhere.”

By the time she finished saying that, vehicles were pulling up outside, flashes of red and blue stabbing through the holes in the papered-over glass. And now Amy was saying something, whisper-shouting with some urgency while staring into her phone, like she finally spotted something there.

Then Justice barked, “Sir, I’m gonna give you three seconds to—”

A shape leaped out of the laundry cart. I initially assumed that the man had hidden under all the panties but the attacker was panties, the Penetrator having disguised himself to blend with the cart’s contents. Judy cursed and thrashed as frilly undergarments wrapped around her neck. John came running up with his tiny gun and before he could arrive
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The detective and the panties disappeared.

“SHIT!” screamed John and I simultaneously.

The front doors burst open and medics rushed in. Amy ran that way to point them toward the two maimed street cops and John ran toward the back rooms. A moment later, the lights came back on after he apparently found the circuit breakers. One of the newly arrived cops ran up to me, a pump shotgun in his hands.

“What’s happened? Where’s Justice?”

I thought, Nowhere in this life, but said, “She vanished. There’s an, uh, assailant, he grabs people and makes them disappear. Just like Jumbo. You know about Jumbo, right?”

“What?” he scanned his surroundings. “Is she— What’s gonna happen to her?”

John ran up and said, “He can disguise himself as machines and barrels and panties. Get the medics ready for when she gets back, she’s going to be in need of all kinds of doctor repairs. And be ready for a random object to appear and, when it does, fill it with lead. That’ll be this shithead in disguise.”

The cop clearly had several hundred questions he wanted to ask, but at that moment
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The noise seemed to have come from between the shelves a few rows over and we all rushed in that direction, our imaginations providing vivid previews of what we were about to find. We heard a scuffle and hard breathing and when we rounded the corner, there was the Penetrator, in his denuded human form, and around his neck was the arm of Detective Judy Justice. Her Glock was jammed into the side of his head. Both were covered in ash, as if they’d been rolling in it, and both of them were bleeding. But the Penetrator was bleeding more.

“Theeeere we go,” hissed Justice. “That wasn’t so hard, was it? Now we’re back home where we belong.”

With her encouragement, he dropped an object that appeared to be a piece of jewelry, a crystal brooch or something, and Justice kicked it away. They edged forward, toward the four of us—me, John, Amy, and the cop with the riot gun, who had the presence of mind to pull a pair of handcuffs off his belt.

“Good boy,” said Justice to her captive. “See how easy things are when you cooperate? Now, you’re gonna keep being a good boy, you’re not gonna disappear or turn yourself into a vat of underpants or anything else. You’re gonna get down on the—”

The Penetrator twisted away and reached out with his right hand, as if he were going to use the Force to pull the nearest cop’s shotgun to himself, then that exact thing happened. The riot gun flew out of the cop’s hands and whipped its way into the waiting mitts of the naked Penetrator. He pumped and blasted. The cop he’d just Forced the shotgun from fell, not blown backward like in the movies, but crumpling straight down like a basket of dumped laundry.

I instinctively did what I always do when gunshots shatter the air, which is try to find Amy and hopefully fail, because it would mean she has gotten herself to safety. Instead, she was diving and sliding across the floor, lunging for the shiny object Justice had forced the Penetrator to drop. She snatched it up and sprinted away. The Penetrator smashed the butt of the riot gun into Detective Justice’s face, sending her to the floor, then spun and raised the shotgun at the fleeing Amy.

I screamed something like, “NOT TODAY, ASH-DICK!” and lunged forward, grabbing the barrel and shoving it upward. We put a slug in the ceiling. He then recovered and flung me to the floor with relative ease. He pumped and aimed the shotgun again but flinched from gunfire coming his way: two dainty shots from John’s sleeve-gun.

The Penetrator stumbled and then ran in the other direction, presumably not realizing that John’s peashooter only had those two shots in it. John and I started to pursue but the Penetrator swiped with one hand and, using the power of telekinesis or whatever, caused the shelf on our right to tumble over, raining on our heads an entire haunted flea market’s worth of knickknacks. I was cracked in the skull by a ceramic vase in the shape of Garfield the cat, and then by a backpack also in the shape of Garfield, and then a phone, cookie jar, and table lamp shaped like Garfield, Garfield, and Heathcliff, respectively. Then the towering shelf itself came down and pinned me to the floor.

I tried to wriggle out from beneath a metal rail as another shotgun blast cracked the air nearby. I crawled free, shoving aside a child’s tricycle, the seat of which had been removed and replaced with a vertical hunting knife, and a table fan that was caked with a dried substance that looked like feces.

I was able to stumble to my feet and saw the Penetrator and Amy in a standoff, the man pointing the shotgun at her face while she held the crystal object, like she was negotiating an exchange for it. The man was yelling at her, presumably demanding she hand it over.

I screamed, “HEY!”

I scrambled for something to throw, finding the Heathcliff lamp, the porcelain figure under the shade looking back at me with its dark hair and nineteenth-century gentleman’s clothes. I raised it, then two things happened at the exact same moment:

The Penetrator fired his shotgun directly at Amy’s face, and
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Amy vanished from the universe.

I stared at that empty space where she’d been standing in the way that a guillotined head stares up at its detached body. It felt like I stared a long time, trying to process the void, some part of my brain urging me to move, to act. But that was a ridiculous request, it was like telling the players to finish the Super Bowl after they’ve just heard that a nuclear war has killed everyone else on the planet. It’s all over, none of this matters. Everything has come undone. Somewhere in the middle of all that, I registered that the little crystalline object she’d been holding had tinked off the floor tiles, bouncing and landing in the spot where her feet should have been. It appeared to be in the shape of a small hand with its fingers splayed.

Then I heard a noise that snapped me out of it: the sound of the Penetrator racking in another round. I growled and chucked the lamp, which missed him entirely. He did notice it, though, and spun on me with the gun.

John said, “GET DOWN!” and apparently he’d reloaded his sleeve-gun because he was pointing it like it could do something.

John fired both bullets, the gun making a noise like an elderly man slapping a flyswatter on his kitchen counter, twice, missing the fly both times. The Penetrator took a moment to look down at himself to make sure he hadn’t been hit, then he marched toward me, getting close enough that he couldn’t possibly miss. John was clumsily reloading and dropping tiny bullets everywhere.

The Penetrator drew a bead on me.

Then a flash of yellow fire erupted from his face.

The man shrieked and thrashed as the flames spread down from his head, as if he’d been splattered with a thick, flammable liquid that was now oozing like wax over his neck and chest.

LeSabre strode into view and the flaming man managed to turn the shotgun on him and blast the handsome man right in the chest. LeSabre just stumbled back, then recovered and chucked a spiky little projectile at the Penetrator. It landed with another splatter of ooze that ignited a second later, leaving the thrashing target fully engulfed. The burning Penetrator stumbled and landed on a huge Christmas wreath made of human hair, which erupted in flames that immediately spread to a bundle of old leotards that had been wired together like a bale of hay. And now everything was on fire and people were yelling that we needed to collect the wounded and get out. LeSabre had already put the nearest incapacitated/dead cop over his shoulder like a farmer hauling feed and was making his way to the front.

Having been in several structure fires in my life, I cannot emphasize enough that while the fire spreads faster than you’d think, the smoke imposes itself instantly. All modern products are made entirely out of chemical components that become poison upon combustion. My sinuses were seared with each breath as I found Detective Justice on her hands and knees over a puddle of blood from her smashed nose. She was dazed but I was able to get her to her feet and to the front door, mostly under her own power. Nearby, John was trying to shoulder-drag the cop who’d gotten shot, until an EMT came and picked up the ankles. On the way through the front door, I passed LeSabre, who was already charging back into the building to grab what by my count would be the last survivor. I shouted for him to look for Amy in there, in case she’d popped back into reality in the middle of the blaze. He reemerged a few minutes later from a building that was now clearly uninhabitable to any known life-forms, the officer with the shredded arm slung over his shoulder.

LeSabre laid him down among the rapidly growing fleet of ambulances, fire trucks, and cop cars in the parking lot, then said to me, “I am sorry, but she is not in there.”

I pulled out my phone and called Amy’s number, as if I believed our own weak reassurances from earlier about how people who get zapped away may just reappear on the other side of town. Of course I got no answer; if she was in this world and capable of using her phone, she’d have called me already.

John saw what I was doing, stumbled toward me, and held up a small object. He started to explain before the explanation descended into a hacking cough. It was the crystal hand thing that had been taken off the Penetrator, the object that had presumably allowed him to transport in and out of our world. That is, the thing Amy would have needed in order to get back.

The hand was a size that could grip a grape like a baseball and was made of a material I’d never held before. What looked and sounded like crystal had no weight and also wasn’t perfectly solid—I pressed my thumb into it and it left a dent that then healed itself a moment later. When I turned it in the light, it vanished completely, to the point that I’d initially believed I’d dropped it, but holding it at another angle brought it back. So it wasn’t just transparent, it was designed to completely disappear. There was a brief moment when it seemed like the glassy fingers flexed on their own, but it may have been a trick of the light.

I closed my palm around the object and stared into the inferno. LeSabre was next to me, barely out of breath.

“I guess I should thank you,” I said, without looking at him. “He’d have gotten all of us if you hadn’t shown up. So I guess I shouldn’t just guess I should thank you, I should actually thank you. So, uh, that’s what I’m doing now. We should’ve trusted you from the start. That’s what I think Amy would say, if she were here.” I watched the flames sweep across the BeBu interior and said, “You’re sure she’s not in there, right?”

LeSabre slapped me on the shoulder. “Do not despair! Now is the time of glory! For do you know who does remain in the inferno, the very marrow boiling in his bones? The Penetrator! Ha-HA!”

It didn’t miss me that, for the first time, he used the word his and not its to refer to his enemy.

LeSabre then raised his fists into the air and howled into the sky. “RECEIVE, O STARS, THE BLACKENED PARTICLES OF THIS VESSEL OF DESTRUCTION! WITNESS THE FATE OF ALL WHO SUCCUMB TO THE MIND-SICKNESS, ALL WHO SPREAD THEIR LEGS TO BECOME THE MALIGNANT CONCUBINES OF MADNESS! SEE HOW HE BURNS! SEE HOW HIS FALSE GOD COULD NOT SAVE HIM! SEE HOW THE DISEASE HAS BEEN PURGED!”

As he said this, he fell to his knees, as if the proclamation had exhausted him. Then, LeSabre shoved down his pants, pulled out a terrifyingly erect penis, and began masturbating. This went on, unnoticed in the bedlam of the fire and rescue operation, until he climaxed while shouting, “YES! YEEEESSSS! GLORY! GLOOOOOORRYYY!!!”

Then he yanked up his pants and went sprinting into the night.






25 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


“If you don’t want to film, we won’t film,” said John, who was standing next to a mound of smoldering rubble for warmth. “I was just thinking that the wrecked building and the ice make a great visual and when Amy comes back, she’ll be annoyed if we didn’t shoot anything. I mean, I know she won’t say it directly but that withering silence is brutal.”

I had no idea what time it was. The fire department had been hosing down the BeBu blaze for hours, the water instantly freezing on contact with any surface that was not still actively burning. From the start, it had been clear that the priority was preventing the other businesses in the complex from catching fire, but the buildup of water and ice seemed to be wreaking its own havoc across the structures, a torrent pouring down through the tiles of the neighboring tattoo parlor that used to be a Cinnabon years ago.

Amy wasn’t in any of those shops. John and I had checked them all, smashing through glass front doors like looters. She also had not spontaneously reappeared at the spot in BeBu where she’d vanished from. That spot was now exposed to the chilly night, the roof having collapsed almost immediately in the inferno, most of the walls having fallen in shortly thereafter. Occasionally, there would be the shriek of metal tearing or scraping as the structure flattened into the flames and it was almost the noise, the screech of someone popping in or out of reality. But never was there any sign of Amy, and she hadn’t answered any of the thirty-seven calls I’d placed to her phone (I kept trying every five minutes or so, because I’d decided at some point that if she was unconscious or asleep somewhere, maybe the repeated calls would wake her).

John and I had spent a solid hour trying to get the crystal hand thing that had fallen off the Penetrator to work, after lying to the cops about having it (for some reason, Detective Justice thought it should be considered evidence or something). I’d been carrying it in my pocket and I swore that at one point I’d once again felt its fingers flex, like it was trying to grab onto me, but we couldn’t replicate that movement with any amount of stroking, tickling, or pinching of the object. It clearly had some aspect of the Penetrator’s technology, an ability to hide itself, not just from view, but from sensation. I said before that it was weightless but I’d since come to believe it could just negate the sense of pressure against skin. If I squeezed it, there would be initial pain of the fingers digging into my palm but soon the pain would vanish and I’d be surprised to open my hand and find the object still there. We tried voice control and thought control, then just threatening it with getting shot with a tiny gun. Nothing would trigger the device to take us to Amy. Hell, the thing could be broken, or maybe it was never the source of the Penetrator’s abilities at all. Maybe it was just a piece of jewelry, the kind worn by a guy who otherwise goes around fully nude. God only knew how he’d attached it.

In the course of all this, John and I had been asked to leave at least a dozen times by cops and firefighters but we decided we weren’t going anywhere unless they turned the hoses on us, which I was pretty sure they weren’t allowed to do anymore. Detective Justice had been there the whole time, having reemerged from an ambulance a while ago with a bandage on her nose. She mostly ignored us, instead talking to crews about recovering evidence from the ruined structure. Then John started mentioning how the landscape of gnarled wreckage and icicles made for a great visual backdrop and that we should maybe grab some video to update the narrative with all the other nonsense that had just occurred. I’d known he was right and also that I’d never been less in the mood to do something in my entire life.

“I can take your turn,” said John. “I wouldn’t ask you to, you know, perform. Under these circumstances, I mean.”

We had to go get the portable lights out of the van and then fart around with the positioning so the shadows weren’t all screwy (a light in the wrong spot can turn any face into a monster). I wordlessly took the camera and we found a properly scenic spot.

John got into position and as I fussed with the camera settings, I said, “Keep it simple. Jumbo’s sadistic killer was cornered here, a confrontation with the cops resulted in the building getting set ablaze. The rumor of the cops holding a pile of severed limbs here appears to be false, as there is no sign of them in the ruins. Finish with some kind of cryptic statement about how we may never know what truly happened, etcetera. That’ll be a nice spot for them to fade to black over the spooky theme song while a tiny disclaimer at the bottom of the screen makes it clear this is all bullshit. We’re not saying anything about Amy. That doesn’t go in the show, no matter what happens. That doesn’t become somebody’s entertainment.”

“I agree. Do I mention LeSabre at all?”

“That’ll just confuse people, it’s too many elements. And remember, keep it clean, for the censors. And for Amy. Action.”

“What you see here,” began John, “is the aftermath of a showdown with a monster. Earlier this evening, police cornered a man suspected of being a serial—”

“YOU PUCKER-FUCK BITCHES ARE A COUPLE OF PISS-DICKED PICKLESHITS!”

That was Joy, who was stomping up from behind us. “Why didn’t you tell me about Amy?!?” She smacked me on the upper arm, scowling. “It’s been hours!”

“I texted you,” said John.

“I don’t read your texts! And the text you sent was, and this is an exact quote, ‘FYI Amy disappeared, maybe to a universe that makes you old.’ What was I supposed to make of that?”

I said, “We don’t know where she is, Joy. Where she went, uh, most don’t come back in one piece. And if she tries to return to the spot she left from”—I nodded toward the smoldering rubble—“I mean, she could be in there somewhere right now. She could have zapped back when this was all a blast furnace and we wouldn’t have even heard her, she wouldn’t have lasted long enough to—”

I was cut off because now Joy was hugging me and I didn’t know what to do.

“We’ll find her,” said Joy, into my chest. “Don’t worry, okay? We’ll find her.”

My nervous system was panicking from the earnestness of the moment and I desperately tried to think of some kind of sarcastic remark but my brain refused to provide it.

Jesus, is this how normal people live?

Joy pulled back and scanned the area. “Is that tall guy here?”

“Ah, no,” I said. “He ran off without saying goodbye. Or, at least, I don’t think that was him saying goodbye. We can’t try to call him on his little bug thing, because Amy had it in her coat pocket.” Has it. “So maybe he’ll turn up again, maybe he’s gone back to wherever he came from. The point is, we can’t count on him to help.”

She seemed to think for a moment, then said, “You didn’t find anything at Jumbo’s house?”

“At his … house? We never went there. Why would we?”

“Well, he didn’t live at his shop. Maybe there are clues there. How are you guys so bad at this? You’re supposed to be professionals! All right, I’ll go see what I can find out but I am not your new Amy. You can’t just swap in the first woman you see.”

“I SEE MOVEMENT!” yelled one of the firefighters. “By that iced-up truss!”

I wasn’t 100 percent sure what a “truss” was and there was iced-up wreckage everywhere, beams jutting up from the ruins like picked-over bones. But everyone was running to a particular spot, climbing across collapsed hunks of roof. And leading them all, scrambling over rubble like she’d done it before, was Detective Justice. And now I was running to the spot as well, stumbling over charred junk and bashing my shin on the twisted remains of a collapsed shelf, rerouting around smoldering detritus that still glowed in the night, climbing up a slick ramp of mangled metal roofing and then sliding down the other side.

When I reached the spot, they were calling for a stretcher and what they pulled out of the wreckage was a smoldering skeleton, one that was somehow alive, moving its bony arms and uttering pained moans. I found myself incapable of breathing. I moved closer but now men were in my way and I slipped and fell again. Something among the ragged wreckage bit into my hand and I sensed I was bleeding but I had never cared less about an injury. I followed the convoy of medics and firefighters out of the BeBu wreckage, toward an ambulance. Then John grabbed me and I tried to shrug him off but of course his intent was to take me to his van so we could follow the ambulance to the hospital. It’s not like they were going to let me ride in the back with … whoever they’d pulled out of the rubble.

We followed a parade of flashing and howling vehicles to the hospital’s emergency entrance. We had no official role here or, frankly, in any other situation, so were kept at a distance as we stumbled through the sliding front doors. It was only through overhearing staff refer to the charred skeleton as “he” that we deduced (or abduced?) that it was the Penetrator they’d pulled out of the BeBu aftermath and not, well, anyone else.

John and I eventually landed in the waiting room, neither of us saying a word. I just stared, my knee bouncing, surrounded by coughing children and mumbling old people who were trying to top each other with their injury anecdotes. I was ready for John to ask what we were waiting there for so I could snap at him, point out that the charred husk they’d rolled back to the part of the hospital where they transport people who clearly shouldn’t still be alive was likely the only being in our universe who knew where Amy went and how to get her back. But he didn’t ask, because he didn’t have to.

And so we sat. John went and got coffee from a machine and brought a cup for me and I just held it until it went cool in my hand. Joy had slipped away at some point, I didn’t know when or how.

“You’re bleeding,” said John. Not with alarm, but just noting it, the way guys do. I glanced down and noticed the coffee cup was smeared red but pointedly did not investigate the wound on my hand any further. I’d scraped it climbing through the rubble and it would be irrelevant even if I’d lost a couple fingers, which I hadn’t.

Finally, Detective Justice wandered into the waiting area and said, “Good, you’re still here.”

I bolted up from my chair. “HEY, WE HAVE A RIGHT TO BE— Oh, you said it’s good we’re still here. Sorry, I wasn’t ready for that.”

“I take it your girl never turned up?”

“No.”

“He asked to talk to you.”

John said, “He did? We are talking about the charred Penetrator, right?”

“Yeah.”

I said, “He can speak? It looked like what you hauled out of there was about as capable of speech as a plate of ribs. After they’ve been eaten.”

“Yes,” said the detective, “that would suggest that what is occurring here tonight is not normal. Come on, you see if you can get him talking and then I’ll take over and ask real questions.”

We followed her toward the Penetrator’s room, passing several police officers in the hall along the way. The cops were having excited, hushed conversations, concerned over their maimed colleagues but not hiding their excitement over having finally gotten to see some grade A Undisclosed monster shit firsthand. War stories are cop currency and they were just about all this town had to offer a young officer with actual choices in vocation.

To Justice, I said, “You briefly went there, right? To the place the Penetrator was zapping people to?”

“Not ‘briefly.’ I was there for a couple hours. I won with stamina.”

“Oh, right. Time moves a hundred times faster there. What was it like?”

“We were ankle-deep in ash. It was daytime, but there were dunes around us, I couldn’t see far. It was hot, like it’s not winter in that world. I saw no structures in any direction but didn’t look too hard. I was focused on subduing the suspect at the time.”

“Was it a … harsh environment? Like if you had to spend a long time there?”

“I don’t know,” said Justice. “We didn’t land among any water or civilization but I didn’t inspect the surroundings. I was wrestling with the precooked version of this idiot, thrashing around in the dust like gladiators in an arena. The only reason I won was because he had no pain tolerance. I suspected that would be the case; sadists don’t like even one drop of their own medicine.”

“So he didn’t have robot strength,” said John.

“Not like you see in movies, no. Maybe like the robots we’ve got, the ones that panic any time they try to climb stairs. He had some kind of tech that let him move objects with his mind or some such, but the man himself was weak. That’s what happens when you depend on your tools too much.”

We arrived at a room being guarded by four uniformed cops and she muttered, “Remember, just get him talking.”

We were with a professional so I tried not to react to the sight of the Penetrator in its current state, but as soon as we walked in, John said, “Holy shit! What degree of burn is it when all the skin and muscle is gone?”

“Several organs, too,” noted the detective. “But have you noticed that this dude is in considerably better shape than when we pulled him out of the fire?”

That wasn’t at all apparent to me, but I was willing to take her word for it. The thing in the bed was breathing, but the reason I knew that was because I could see its exposed pink lungs rising and falling behind the charred prison of its rib cage. There was no visible metal or plastic or wires to suggest cyborgery.

“So he heals fast, like Wolverine,” I said. “How long until he’s a fully formed dangerous person again?”

Justice raised an eyebrow. “How would I know?”

Fair enough.

I noticed that the patient seemed to have no tongue and that his windpipe looked like an old ruptured radiator hose.

“How did he ask for us? Can he speak in the normal way?”

“You’ll see. It’s freaky.” Justice poked the ruined man’s shoulder with her ink pen and said, “Hey, I brought ’em. You want to talk or not?”

For the second time, I consciously tried to control my reaction to what came next:

A shimmering stalk began growing out of the burned man’s throat, rising and taking shape like a time-lapse video of a newborn mushroom. It was that crystalline material the hand was made out of, formed from triangular facets like the panes in a geodesic dome. After it rose to a height of about a foot, the top swelled into a bulb the size of a fist. A slit formed in the middle and it opened to reveal a structure like an eye, luminescent and cobalt blue.

“Do not be alarmed,” it said, in a voice that sounded human but lacked inflection. “What you are observing here is simply technology, beyond what you possess.”

John said, “Is it nanotech?”

“I am not familiar with that term.”

“Millions of microscopic machines?”

“So you do have that here.”

“I’m, uh, actually not sure,” I said. “We have it in our movies. So does this tech make you immortal? What if we burned you all the way down to ash?”

“Not only am I not immortal,” said the eye, “it is unclear if I can fully recover at all. This apparatus is designed to protect the brain in the event of mortal injury and guide the regeneration process once moved to safety. Ideally, I would have access to a sterile nutrient bath, but from what I have observed, no such technology exists in this world. My means of transporting myself back to my world was stolen by that woman.”

“I actually think we do have nutrient baths but, again, only in our movies,” I said.

“Yeah,” said John, “I think that’s the goop Luke Skywalker was floating in after he got attacked by that yeti. Made him horny for his sister.”

“And Amy Sullivan is her name,” I said, sensing Detective Justice getting impatient behind me. “She zapped herself out of existence in order to prevent her face from being vaporized by your buckshot. So she’s in your world right now?”

“I do not know her location. The device she took is not itself a means of transport, it merely tracks the position of the person or object to be transported. The mechanism is elsewhere. It is many times larger than this hospital and requires several million times more energy to operate than your entire civilization can produce.”

This actually answered a question I’d had, specifically how the crystal hand was able to transport Amy away even though she’d left it behind. It didn’t extract the user, it just called for the extraction.

“So if we could, hypothetically, recover the device, we could use it to go find her and bring her back?”

“Do you have it?”

I was judging whether or not to tell him, but John interrupted with, “We’re looking for it, we think it got left behind.”

“So you do have it.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“Only I know how to use it,” said the Penetrator. “If you bring it to me, I will activate it and we can travel together.”

“Dude, we all saw Amy use it. If she can do it without your help, so can we.”

“It is highly implausible that she survived. Days will have passed where she went and if she encountered the Corruptors, you should only be praying that she died quickly.”

I said, “Well, I’ve heard more dire predictions from more credible sources, so instead of dwelling on that, I’ll ask who or what are the Corruptors?”

“You have met one. The tall man who pursued me into this world, and recruited you to assist in thwarting my mission.”

“LeSabre?” said John. “The beautiful Nordic hero who stopped your torture rampage? If Amy winds up in a world of those guys, there may be a wholly separate reason she hasn’t come back.”

“He is a genetic monstrosity, bred in a pool of slime for a single purpose. Surely you were able to see through the handsome façade and sense his true nature.”

John and I exchanged a glance, then I said, “After LeSabre burned you at that warehouse, once we all got to safety, he started cranking his hog.”

There was a moment of hesitation from the eye, then it said, “He what?”

John leaned in closer. “HE. STARTED. CRANKING. HIS. HOG.”

“As for my ‘rampage,’” continued the eye, without seeking further clarification, “it is not one droplet in a mist compared to the ocean of suffering Lucius would have inflicted on my people.”

I said, “Dude, you came here atop a giant collection of body parts.”

“What I did, what I have done, likely saved your world. If you fully understood the situation, all of your leaders would be gathered around this bed, heaping me with praise and gifts.”

John said, “I have a feeling you’re lying to cover for the fact that Jumbo porked down on one of your wives.”

The eye took another moment to process this, then apparently gave up. “I don’t understand.”

John sighed in exasperation. “DID. YOU. ACTUALLY. TORTURE. JUMBO. BECAUSE. HE. DID. A. FUCK. ON. ONE. OF. YOUR. WIVES.”

I said, “What you’re saying, Eyeball, doesn’t make any sense to us. Jumbo, or Lucius, was just a guy who repaired little motors and partied every minute he wasn’t working. He hasn’t inflicted suffering on anybody. Or, you know, nothing beyond the normal amount of suffering inflicted by everyday dudes whose ambitions are satisfied by a steady supply of booze, poontang, and the odd bump of coke on special occasions. If he was still alive and in this room right now, everything you’re saying would confuse the everliving shit out of him.”

“That is not true. He was cooperating with the Corruptors and would have brought unimaginable suffering to everyone who exists, or will ever exist, in your world. If you truly understood the situation and its implications, you would have taken the exact same actions that we did.”

I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “Okay. I … really am trying to understand this. You and LeSabre are each from a parallel universe, but not the same parallel universe.”

“That is correct.”

“But your two universes have made contact with each other.”

“And we are at war. The Corruptors see themselves as conquerors, they believe all alternate timelines are profane mockeries of their own, the one true world. They, of course, have it exactly backward. Their existence is the real obscenity.”

John said, “And time moves faster in your world? Or theirs? Or both?”

“The war is occurring in a third reality, a universe that is rightfully ours but that the Corruptors have attempted to seize. That is the Accelerated Universe. We call it the AU.”

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “My man, I’m gonna be frank. I don’t give a single shit about your interdimensional war. I don’t even care about the wars we have here. I just want Amy back.”

“Perhaps it is only when you get her back that you will realize what you are up against. Perhaps you will get her back in the same form that my daughter was returned to me. Perhaps once you see what the Corruptors are capable of, you will understand what I have done, what I must continue to do. The horrors they inflict on the mind and body are far beyond your comprehension.”

“Buddy, I am this close to siding with whichever faction gives me less cryptic answers. Either tell me how we get Amy back or we’re gonna find out if you can reconstitute your body from ashes that have been mixed with concrete and then dropped in a hog farm’s manure lagoon.”

John said, “Yeah, they say you’re machines, you say they’re monsters, but we’re hearing all this secondhand from sources who, to be honest, don’t seem totally unbiased.”

There was a long moment, long enough that I started to think the charred Penetrator had decided the conversation was over.

Detective Justice sensed that we had hit a dead end and said, “Are there any more of you here, or is this a solo operation? This sounds like a pretty important mission for one guy. Or is it that hard to transport somebody over that you have to pop in one at a time?”

No response from the eye, or any indication it had even heard.

“And are there any other citizens of our world you got a vendetta against,” asked Justice, “on account of them working with people you’ve got beef with in yours? Maybe if you cooperate and give me some answers, we can see about getting you that nutrient bath or whatever it is you need to become whole again.”

The eye seemed to shift to momentarily look at her, then turned back to me. Then, in a new tone, it said, “I am going to ask you the Question. I want each of you to consider it carefully before answering.”

I groaned. “This is gonna be a riddle, isn’t it? If so, the staff here need to be prepared to physically restrain me because there are few things that are quicker to trigger my rage.”

“A cataclysm kills every man, woman, and child in existence,” said the Penetrator’s blue eye. “Only a single pair of adult men are spared. One man envies the other man’s shoes, and so kills him with a rock, to take the shoes for his own. He feels no guilt. There is no government, no laws, no police, no church. No philosophers, no holy men, anywhere in existence. So the question is this: Was the man wrong to do what he did?”

Without hesitation, John said, “Yeah, of course. Right now, somewhere in town a dude is beating the shit out of his wife. There are no witnesses and she’s not gonna tell anybody, so there won’t be any consequences. But just because he got away with it doesn’t suddenly make it right.”

The eye didn’t respond, seemingly waiting for me. And immediately I sensed that John had screwed up because the Penetrator had asked us to think carefully and John didn’t do that. He gave a knee-jerk answer, out of emotion.

I said, “No, he wasn’t wrong. Now that the killer is the only one who remains, the morality that exists in his mind is all there is. He’s fine with it and there is no one left to disagree. From the point of view of the universe, some atoms in the shape of a pair of shoes moved from one place to another, and some other atoms that had formed an alive person now form a dead one. Those atoms, like all the others that form reality, have no preference one way or the other.”

The eye paused for a moment, as if to digest what I said, then started to melt away, as if being absorbed back into its ruined human body. The detective cursed behind me.

“HEY! WAIT!” I grabbed for the dissolving eye like I could somehow halt the process. “HOW DO WE FIND AMY?!? HEY!”

My fingers passed through the apparatus and it puffed out around my fingers like flour. Then it was gone and before us was just a charred body that was utterly unresponsive and seemed one ragged breath away from the void.


NOTE: The sections of this story that were submitted by John and thus written from his point of view should not be considered factual, canon, or even good. I cannot emphasize enough that the reason I can include disclaimers like this without upsetting John is that I know he will not read them, as he has not read any of these accounts and does not know/remember/care what happened in the previous editions. I always try to cut these parts but Amy puts them back in because she feels sorry for John and also because the publisher pays us by the word. I say again: We are paid by the word, so the more words I type here, the larger the paycheck. If you ever see us using many words to express something that could have been conveyed in just a few, that is why. Editors often speak of the importance of economy of language but economy of language doesn’t pay the bills in the economy of the economy.








22 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



John

The air was angry and John was alone. The clock said dawn was just five hours away but the sun felt like an ancient memory, a legend relayed by doddering old men to dubious children raised in the cold dark.

After leaving the hospital, Dave had said he needed to go home and “reset,” meaning get cleaned up, change clothes, and tearfully down a couple of uncooked Pop-Tarts, probably along with some red energy drink that contains nine different ingredients that end in “-ine.” He had asked for a single hour to do this, neither he nor John saying out loud that this would mean an additional four days’ delay from Amy’s perspective, assuming she was, in fact, stuck in that ashy Accelerated Universe where time ran at a speed of a hundred hours per hour. Because at that point, they would start doing more math and calculating how long she had already been gone since vanishing from BeBu. Long enough that, if she hadn’t been able to find water over there, then it was already over and had been since before they’d even left for the hospital.

No, thought John, that’s a ridiculous thought. With that much time, she’d have found a way to build a water vapor collector using her shoes and eyeglasses.

After dropping Dave off at his house, John considered for a moment, then took a right turn at one of the stoplights that switched to blinking red at nine PM every night and headed toward where he was pretty sure Jumbo had lived. Joy had said she would go scout the property and John figured that, since it was Amy who was in danger, Joy might have actually followed through.

When Jumbo’s house came into view, John was disappointed, though not too surprised, to find there were cars all the way down the street, parked in neighbors’ snowy lawns for two blocks in both directions. Jumbo’s own lawn was standing-room-only with chatting guests united in their grief, fear, and unspoken hope that something else interesting might happen. John felt like he could judge the drunkenness of each attendee by how closely they huddled around the heat sources. Jumbo had propane patio heaters like you see in outdoor cafés, the man’s home better equipped to accommodate crowds than most venues John’s band had played. There was a poker table loaded down with a trio of coffee makers and, where the cream and sugar would be at another gathering, here were bottles of Baileys, Kahlúa, and Jameson. Those out in the colder areas of the yard would probably say the liquor was keeping them warm, but in reality the alcohol was just bringing blood flow to the skin, making the drinker feel flushed at the expense of warmth pulled from their core. It was the difference between being warm and feeling warm and if there was a metaphor there, John was in no mood to ponder it.

The Clam Van did not, John noted, start playing its Disney jingle when he crawled past the gathering.

He studied the shivering crowd. John felt like the concept of the small-town celebrity had not been sufficiently studied by science. Every town has that janitor who’s an incredible storyteller and holds court in a dive bar every Saturday night, or the housewife who’s become a legend at karaoke and sings the anthem at high school basketball games. John’s own uncle painted landscapes and the one time he showed them at a gallery, he sold a painting of the town’s abandoned ice factory for fifty thousand dollars. And then there were those John thought of as reality show stars who just didn’t happen to have a camera crew around: the smooth-talking dude who’s rumored to have eight kids with eight different mothers in various trailers, the truck stop prostitute who’s friends with all the cops because she’s funnier than any cast member on SNL, the lady who runs the massage parlor out of a house full of highly trained exotic birds.

And then there was Jumbo.

Back in high school, John and Dave had known Jumbo as a man in his late thirties who dated multiple cheerleaders at a time. That had seemed cool rather than pathetic back then, especially because Jumbo was one of the rare dudes around town who had traveled the world, claiming he knew how to order drinks in twenty languages. Everyone in school had assumed that Jumbo had earned the nickname due to being “blessed” with, let’s just say, a “little extra something downstairs,” in the form of a “gigantic, beautiful cock.” But Jumbo himself had told John it wasn’t true (well, in the sense that it wasn’t the origin of the nickname). His mother had given him that nickname in honor of one of history’s greatest celebrities: Jumbo the Elephant.

Every object and product today with the word jumbo in it—jumbo jet, Jumbotron, jumbo shrimp—are all named after a single long-dead animal, a circus elephant that drove crowds wild in the 1800s (jumbo literally didn’t mean big until that elephant came along). When the London Zoo sold Jumbo to P. T. Barnum’s circus, there was such an outcry that citizens demanded the queen step in to stop the sale. There was just something about this elephant, to the point that it permanently left a footprint in the language. Lucius “Jumbo” Kennelworth had always had that something in him. From the time he was in kindergarten, he said, the other kids had followed him around, laughing at his jokes, imitating his mannerisms. Jumbo claimed that, once, he pooped his pants on the playground and that six other boys immediately soiled their own, thinking it was the latest trend. John doubted that part of the story because he looked it up later and could find no evidence that children can just shit on command like that. He figured it was probably metaphorical.

John didn’t spot Joy among the mourning revelers, and she really did tend to stand out. Maybe she was inside, her ear against a wall safe she’d found hidden behind a painting, trying to crack the combination before being discovered. Or maybe on the way here, she’d stopped to pet a cat and forgot what she was doing. Either way, John suspected a search of Jumbo’s property would only be possible after the crowd had departed and he could have unfettered access, so he instead headed home to recharge. John’s superpower was that he could go days without sleep with nothing more than concentration, willpower, and the smoking of certain drugs.

Once home, he was relieved to find that Joy wasn’t there, as she could be nervous and prudish about the fact that John required certain illicit chemicals to function at peak capacity. He made his way inside, past the pool table in his dining room and upstairs into the tiny bathroom. He opened the mirror above his sink to reveal the medicine cabinet, then opened the secret compartment behind the medicine cabinet, pushing aside a silver cannister that contained possibly the deadliest substance in the known universe and, instead, collected one baggie and a vial.

John pulled the crystal hand from his pocket. Before departing, Dave had agreed that it needed to be stored somewhere secure and John’s home was full of hiding places. He thought for a moment, then decided the floor safe under his bed would be the best option. Then he closed the medicine cabinet mirror and shrieked in terror. Joy had appeared in the reflection, standing behind him like a slasher movie villain.

“Goddamn it, Joy! You said you’d stop doing that.”

“And you said you would stop doing drugs in the house.”

“I never said anything that even sounds like that. We have to get Amy back and the clock is ticking, I can’t do it asleep.”

“You can’t do it high, either.”

What ensued was a conversation about whether or not, scientifically, taking stimulants while fatigued simply brings you back to a normal level of functioning, an argument that John had had with Joy at least twelve times. His record in those conflicts was currently 0–12 and tonight would not break the streak. Thwarted, John put his contraband back in the hidden cabinet and stormed down to the kitchen to try to figure out how to recreate the effect with what he had in the refrigerator. He decided to make himself a Gonster: half Guinness, half green Monster energy drink. He didn’t want to put this particular potion on an empty stomach, so switched on the deep fryer, intending to make a funnel cake. He tried to remember if he had any powdered sugar left.

“I went to the memorial kegger at Jumbo’s house,” said Joy, while John downed his brain elixir. “I left at one and it showed no sign of dying down.”

“I drove by,” said John. “Still a million people there.”

“Most of whom are handsy creeps,” said Joy. “And the reason most stayed outside in the cold is Jumbo’s inner circle was very concerned about anybody going down into his basement.”

“Probably a bunch of pork machines, right? Nipple clips and nut straps and hogcopters?”

“He had that stuff in his living room. I think what he had downstairs was way weirder than that. And I think that whatever it is, is alive. He called it ‘Snowball.’”

John stopped to look at her. “You think Jumbo had a monster in his basement?”

“That’s the rumor. They said he would talk about ‘feeding Snowball’ and said nobody could see it, because it was too dangerous, would take your whole arm off. Some of the girls there thought he had a tiger, but the way the Mower Mafia guys act when you bring it up, I’m thinking it’s more dangerous than a tiger and I think it’s still down there. But nobody would talk to me once I started interrupting their flirting with questions. I think they thought I was a journalist. I kept asking if they listened to the podcast.”

“The Clam Van’s music didn’t play when I passed by.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know how the van plays that Disney song when it detects danger?”

“John, I really think it’s just a short in the wiring. I think it starts playing when you hit a bump.”

“Now that I think of it, the song did start playing when I got home. It was warning me of your cynicism. So you couldn’t just slip into the basement when nobody was watching? That’s not one of your … talents?”

“No, in the sense that my talents only extend to what I’m willing to do. If we go back after the people have dispersed, I’ll keep lookout while you sneak down there and get eaten to death by whatever is waiting. I assume that LeSabre guy never turned up?”

The right chemicals began to enter John’s bloodstream and this allowed him to realize something for the first time.

“You’re afraid of him,” he declared.

“What? Who?”

“LeSabre. You disappeared when he showed up last time. Do you know something you’re not telling me? Because he saved all our lives earlier tonight and right now his reappearance would be our best and maybe only hope of getting Amy back. The Penetrator insists he’s a monster but, you know, why would we take his word for it?”

“Think about it,” she said, in a way that implied she wasn’t sure John was capable. “The guy who went to town on Jumbo, he wasn’t just a freak, right? It was an act of war, these two sides hate each other.”

“Yeah, that’s what the nanobot tentacle eyeball said from within the Penetrator’s ruined corpse.”

John headed toward the living room, promising himself that he would only sit, and not lie down, on the sofa. The latter would result in him immediately falling asleep.

“So,” said Joy, “it sounds like these two sides have brought their little war here, to our world. And if they’re fighting for territory, they may see us as nothing more than—”

They both jolted to a stop as they came into view of the sofa and found LeSabre sitting quietly, watching them.



Me

I stared out the icy kitchen window as I finished the second Pop-Tart and downed the last of a ruby-colored energy drink called Power Transmission Fluid. I knew that, scientifically, my brain would be sharper with a twenty-five-minute nap but that would be like expecting a baby to nap while both parents were spiking it back and forth over a volleyball net. I glanced at the clock on the microwave. This meal had taken four minutes.

Four hundred for Amy.

Almost seven.

Fucking.

Hours.

I took a breath. Nothing to do until John came back to get me in approximately forty minutes. As I have matured, I have tried to abandon my previous anxiety coping mechanisms, such as retreating into drunken despair while using jokes to deflect anyone who might try to help, and replace them with something more positive, such as throwing myself into productive work that occupies my brain so that it cannot focus on my Problems. I thus left the kitchen and set about taking down the long-overdue Christmas tree, as I knew it was a source of annoyance for Amy and would be a nice surprise for when she returned. Now, the key to this method is you must continue moving at every moment in order to keep the despair at bay. So, when the symbolism of stripping the ornaments off the sad plastic branches started to weigh on me and I felt the urge to curl up under the tree and weep for what I might already have lost, I simply moved on to the next task on my list, which was feeding Amy’s livestock.

She had gotten addicted to a farming simulator video game that kept going when she wasn’t playing. If she took days off, the next time she fired up the game, she’d find the fields overgrown with weeds, eggs piling up in the chicken coop, unhappy cows overdue for milking and late-fee notices from the bank (that’s right, this imaginary farm came with a mortgage from an imaginary bank and Amy would not admit that she felt some anxiety when she fell behind on the “payments”). When she’d accepted a free trip to Japan a while back, she’d left her laptop behind with a list of chores that needed done on her pretend farm. I had not argued or demanded explanation; she felt it was important and therefore it was. I had weeded her pixelated crops and milked the cows and sold the eggs (even waiting until Sunday to do it, when prices were higher down at the imaginary farmer’s market). I had then gone into her little digital farmhouse and made silly changes for her to discover later. I had put one of the pigs on her sofa in the living room, mounted a big-screen TV in her horse’s stable, and, finally, added a toilet to her front lawn. That was last summer. So I logged in this time and found she’d made hundreds of upgrades to the virtual property—a greenhouse, solar panels for the barn, a Ferris wheel—but she had left my yard toilet where it was, adding some pixelated flowers to each side and a little bookshelf, so anyone would have reading material while taking a dump in the yard. I stared at this for some time until I was interrupted by a knock at the door.

I jumped and launched myself in that direction. The knock seemed feminine somehow (maybe my brain detected that it was gentler and slightly lower on the door) and I held my breath, believing that Amy was not only back, but also able to walk and knock, things only a person with a mostly intact body could do. I pulled the door open and instead it was Bridgette, Jumbo’s girlfriend we’d run into at his shop.

She was taken aback at the sight of me and said, “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry, is this a bad time? I mean, I know it’s the middle of the night but is it a … bad time?”

“What?”

“You look like you’ve been crying. But hey, so have I! It’s been that kind of day.”

I wiped my face and said, “I was chopping up some peppers and accidentally rubbed my eyes.”

“Can I come in?”

“Can you? Why?”

“It is a bad time, isn’t it? I’m so sorry, I wasn’t even going to come over, but they said you keep late hours and I drove past and saw you walk by the window so I— You know what, I’ll just go.”

“Oh, no. No. Uh, come in.”

She did and I scanned the room, trying to see it through a stranger’s eyes, sizing up what would incur harsh judgment about our prowess as decorators and housekeepers. Three empty soda cans on the coffee table, an open bag of Twizzlers, a blanket, and an abandoned pair of little pink socks on the sofa. The world’s saddest artificial Christmas tree …

“I was, uh, just taking down the tree. Finally.”

“I heard she was missing,” said Bridgette, as if I’d said something else entirely. “That she disappeared like, you know. Not like Jumbo, I’m not saying she’ll be like— I just mean I heard she disappeared in the same way. That maybe she went to the same place. They said you were out at BeBu until late, looking for her.”

“Yeah.”

“She was so kind to me, today, after Jumbo. We texted.”

“Yeah.”

“She’s so pretty. I tried to dye my hair red once and I couldn’t pull it off. You know, it didn’t look natural, looked like a wig. And I’d kill for those eyes. I mean, that made me sound like a psychopath, I just mean, they’re so pretty, the green.”

It was clear Bridgette was struggling to think of more nice things to say about the missing Amy but had exhausted all she knew about her: hair and eye color, seemed nice.

I think I said “yeah” again.

She was wearing a puffy thigh-length parka from some expensive designer brand, or at least the kind of brand that’s coded as fancy to white trash like us. The legs emerging from the parka were bare and she was wearing heels and all this made me so uncomfortable that I was considering just slipping out the back door and letting her have the house.

“What did you do to your hand?”

Blood was running down my fingers. I’d apparently reopened the wound I’d been steadily ignoring for the last few hours. I examined it closely for the first time: a semicircle of meat just below my pinky had been mangled in a way that kind of suggested a bite.

I said, “Oh, it’s nothing. I did it while I was, uh, chopping the peppers,” and I have no idea why I lied. “What brings you by?”

“Can I sit down?”

“Oh, uh, sure. Don’t mind the mess…”

She stank like weed, a smell Amy hated and I wondered if it would linger. She had her pink butterfly backpack dangling off one shoulder and sat it down, then caught me looking at it.

“My mom got me that,” she said, “when I started middle school. It’s got my emergency supplies. People ask me why I carry spare shoes and first aid and Narcan everywhere and I always ask, ‘Why don’t you?’ It’s crazy to me that people just wander around unprepared, you don’t know what’s gonna happen.”

She took off her parka and she was wearing a tiny black dress under it, which was spectacularly inappropriate for the weather but apparently perfectly appropriate for the party she’d just left, Jumbo’s tribe gathering to commiserate and mourn and get absolutely wasted. I imagined dozens of friends and hangers-on washing in and out of his home, people trading increasingly wild theories as the night went on about what happened, what could be done about it, and what was likely to happen next. No combination of drugs, grief, and personality disorders was likely to get them to something weirder than the truth.

“I was wearing this when I met him,” said Bridgette, apparently noticing me noticing the dress. “Two years ago. It was my uncle’s funeral, the hottest day of the year. My mom was giving me shit about the dress, told me it was trashy. Jumbo took me aside later and said, ‘Don’t listen to her. The second you stop being who you are just because somebody else complains, you might as well crawl into that casket yourself, because the true you is already dead.’ It was like he looked right into my soul and said exactly what I needed to hear. Then he saw the backpack and said, ‘You know caterpillars don’t crawl into cocoons and grow beautiful wings, they completely melt into goo first, and reform from scratch. And while you’re goo, nobody understands, they can’t see the plan the universe has for you.’ I guess this is my tribute.” Then she met my eyes and said, “You’re adopted, right?”

This question took me so off guard that my pause probably made her think she’d offended me, but this wasn’t a sensitive subject.

“Yeah,” I replied. “No idea who my dad was. Mom was in and out of institutions. Was living on the street last I heard, somewhere with a beach.”

“I’m in the same boat,” said Bridgette. “I mean as you, not your mom. My mom isn’t my real mom and she likes to bring it up when she’s drunk. She told me as a baby I was deposited in a chute at the firehouse but I never knew if that was true or just an expression.”

She glanced around for a place to put her coat and found mine draped over the arm of the sofa. She laid hers on top like that was the household’s designated Coat Spot and not just where mine had landed when I’d flung it off my body. She smoothed her dress and sat on the sofa and because of the angle I immediately got a glimpse of hot-pink panties and quickly looked away, first feeling a flash of guilt and then an even hotter flash of utterly irrational anger toward this woman for wearing that outfit and sitting in that position.

Living life in a male body is a hateful, confusing nightmare.

I realized she’d been talking for a few seconds and I had to wrestle the blood flow back up to my brain to hear it.

“… and it’s weird but I already feel better, just sitting here. Just the energy.”

“Oh. Uh. That’s good.”

“Because you’re so calm, I mean. I feel like I’m barely holding it together, like all reality got turned inside out. I dozed off in a chair earlier and when I woke up, there was a couple of minutes where I thought it was all a nightmare, that I’d find Jumbo in the kitchen making cocoa. He makes it from scratch, orders these fancy Swiss chocolate bars and grates them into a saucepan. Then I realized all that stuff really happened and I started to have a panic attack, because it’s the opposite of when you wake up from a nightmare and realize everything is okay. This is real and there’s no escaping it and … and when I try to wrap my brain around it, I can’t hardly breathe.”

“Yeah,” I said, dully.

“But when you guys, you and John and Amy, when you came by the shop, you were concerned but you weren’t panicked, you know? It was like, ‘Okay, this is bad but we’ve seen it before, we know what to do.’ And as soon as I came in here, I could feel it again. That, yeah, this is weird but you’re working on it.”

I went to the kitchen to get a towel to press to my bleeding hand and as I returned, said, “Ah, that might be giving us too much credit. The way I try to look at it … how much do you know about monkeys?”

“Like, the animals? I guess I know the normal amount.”

“So, scientists used to be confused about how South America has the same monkeys they have in Africa, I mean, how is that possible, there’s a whole ocean separating them and that ocean was there before the monkeys came around. And their best theory is that millions of years ago, some monkeys in Africa were hanging around on a huge floating hunk of driftwood by the shore, and then a storm came along and pushed them out to sea. And they just floated around the Atlantic Ocean, staying alive somehow for weeks until they washed up on a whole other continent. They came on shore and started breeding and there you go. But think of it from the monkeys’ point of view. They had no concept of what an ocean was, or that other landmasses existed. Then they come over and everything is totally different—the trees, the bugs, even the dirt would smell wrong. So to them, that was a supernatural event, they crossed into another universe. So whenever stuff like this happens, when something crosses over from, you know, elsewhere, I tell myself that to somebody, somewhere, this is all perfectly understandable and logical, the same as how these days we float shit across the ocean all the time, just for fun.”

“You mean like maybe the government has experts who keep an eye on all this, people who know what’s going on?”

“We’ve actually seen agents come and go, from time to time,” I said. “Official-looking types in suits and with weird equipment, asking questions. But they don’t do much to help. They used to have a big office out by all the old factories but the last time I drove by, it had been turned into a government warehouse to hold cheese.”

“It’s butter, actually,” said Bridgette. “Jumbo gets free blocks of it from a friend who works there. He says there’s something like five thousand tons of it, I guess farmers in Wisconsin made too much and the government buys it to keep the price high?”

“Sure. Anyway, there was some kind of dark money agency that operated out of there for a while but I think their funding got pulled, or maybe they just needed someplace to put the butter. Either way, even if I knew how to call them, I’m not sure I would.”

Bridgette stared off into space for a moment as if contemplating that, then said, “So, we were going through Jumbo’s stuff before the police showed up so we could make sure, you know, there wouldn’t be anything that would distract them from what they should really care about. And I found something.”



John

LeSabre’s amused expression reminded John of an alligator’s smile, in that it’s just a reptilian eating machine whose mouth happens to look like that.

“You walked right past me when you came in,” said LeSabre. “I was in the corner, I could have done whatever I wanted to you. How have you remained alive for so long?”

“I have a nose for danger,” said John, “but why would my good friend LeSabre send up any alarms? I assume you’re here to give me an update on Amy and ask me to make you a funnel cake. The fryer is heating up.”

LeSabre nodded toward the corner, where one of John’s guitars was leaning next to his homemade amp that might have looked like shit but actually sounded like shit. “That is a musical instrument?”

“Yes,” said John. “An electric guitar. So do you know where Amy is?”

“I have heard of such a tool, but have not heard the sound it makes. Such things must be consumed in limited quantities.”

“You don’t have music where you’re from?”

“The feeling it evokes in you, my people feel all the time, naturally.”

“That sounds like a goddamned nightmare. Do you know where Amy is?”

“I understand you spoke to the Penetrator. I trust he was suffering tremendously. I must admit that I am pleased that he survived the fire so that his agony was prolonged.”

“Where. Is. Amy.”

“I assure you that I do not know. What did the Penetrator say to you during your visit?”

“He said you’re a genetic weapon, designed to be a killer. And all that terrible stuff you said about his civilization, he said some version of it about yours. I noticed that we’ve all agreed to use human pronouns for him, like you knew he was just a person all along. And if your plan is to go to the hospital and finish him off, I think it could be done by nudging him off the bed with a broom. Or waiting for the hospital to figure out he doesn’t have insurance, at which point they’ll scrape him into a bedpan and dump him on the sidewalk.”

And just like that, something in LeSabre’s manner changed. It was subtle; the man’s expression barely moved, his posture remained relaxed. Yet, a primal alarm was now absolutely sounding in John’s brain, warning him of a predator coiling to strike.

“What is about to occur is the most important conversation of your life, so choose your words carefully,” said the man John now thought definitely seemed like something built to fight. “Tell me exactly what was said between you and the Penetrator. Leave nothing out.”



Me

Bridgette slid a gold coin onto the coffee table with more than a little dramatic flair. I picked it up to find it featured Jumbo’s own face, complete with distinctive facial hair and eye patch.

“That’s real gold,” said Bridgette. “Pokey said so. You know he’s got the degree in metals and all that? And it’s not gold plated, he said it’s gold all the way through. It’s worth thousands, maybe more, considering it might be a one of a kind.”

I turned it over in my hand. It was heavy. There was some kind of slogan encircling Jumbo’s face in what looked like Latin, I had no idea what it said. On the reverse side was etched a fist brandishing a dagger in front of a sunrise. I had no problem interpreting that.

I said, “You don’t know where it came from?” because, at the moment, I wasn’t sure if this was a crucial piece of the puzzle or a novelty item Jumbo had ordered off the internet. He was definitely the kind of dude who’d have paid to get his own coinage minted just so he could get a laugh at parties. I could picture him saying, “I’ll flip you for it!” and then pulling this from his pocket.

“Well, we spent forever trying to figure it out,” said Bridgette, crossing her legs and tugging down the hem of her dress. I wondered how much mental energy she had to expend in a day, making those little adjustments to maintain fit and modesty. “But I talked to Milton—that’s one of Jumbo’s oldest friends, you met him at the shop—he says Jumbo got that coin from this ‘brother’ who started showing up a while back. And he said the brother is just about identical, like they could be twins. Not just that he looks the same, but has the same posture, says they both mess with their mustaches in the same way, at the same time. He said the brother is always bringing back weird stuff from his travels. Ceremonial daggers, that kind of thing. I’ve heard he brought back an animal at one point but I didn’t get to see it. And Jumbo never let me meet the twin, he was always weird about it.”

I said, “Huh,” which is the noise I make when presented with an utterly incomprehensible equation that I suspected Amy could solve in her sleep.

“So one day,” continued Bridgette, “I got suspicious and swung by when I knew the ‘brother’ was visiting. I drove past like a stalker—I guess like I did to you just now, ha—and saw them on the patio out back, talking and laughing. And yeah, they looked like a pair of twins. So I circled around and went in the front door and I made like I just came by to pick up my phone charger. I go into the house and the brother, this twin, isn’t there. I looked all around, pretending to look for the charger, and the guy just wasn’t anywhere. But he couldn’t have left without going past me, it was like he just disappeared. You know, the same way Jumbo did today.”

“So who do you think that man was?” I asked, actually hoping she could tell me.

“Well, we were all talking about it at the party and we think it was another version of Jumbo, from another dimension. A universe where he’s president or something, since he’s got his face on their money. Like in the movies, maybe he’s from a timeline where Hitler won World War II and then there’s this domino effect until that world is totally different.”

I laid the coin back on the coffee table, absently thinking that somewhere was a rare coin collector who’d happily trade everything he owned and all of his children for it.

I said, “We have reason to believe Jumbo wasn’t picked at random by a deviant. I think where Jumbo’s killer came from, there’s a war going on. So maybe they were interrogating our Jumbo for information about this guy, this other version of him? Like maybe our Jumbo got roped into their politics somehow? Or maybe it’s a big deal to smuggle stuff across dimensions and somebody got mad? I don’t know. Abductive reasoning without information is just guessing. Let me ask you this: Was there ever anyone with the twin when he visited?”

“Yes!” said Bridgette, leaning forward like she was finally about to have some light shed on this nightmare. “The last time he came. Milton met him. He said the guy is huge. Not fat, but tall. Muscular.”

“Did Milton ever comment on the guy’s clothes? Or his accent?”

“Jumbo told him he was ‘European’ but never specified a country. Milton said he was wearing an outfit like he’d stepped off a movie set. You’ve met him?”

“If it’s the same guy, he turned up at my house this morning. He gave no personal details, but I think he was trying to prevent what happened to Jumbo. If he’d been more specific with us, maybe we could have done something. I don’t know. Maybe not. I mean, it’s not like he was able to stop it and, unlike us, he actually knows what’s going on. Maybe he’s Emperor Jumbo’s bodyguard. I don’t know. Like I said, I’m just talking out of my ass.”

I stopped myself before I could say anything that would come across to Bridgette as victim-blaming, but I was actually extremely pissed off that our Jumbo hadn’t just come clean about all this when he’d called us to his shop. God only knows how many people have died over the centuries due to humans’ bizarre impulse to be territorial about information. Then again, I was sitting on a mountain of facts I wasn’t sharing with Bridgette and couldn’t even tell you why. I guess every human lives with the understanding that information is the most dangerous and unstable element in the universe.

“Where is the bodyguard now?” asked Bridgette. “He probably knows everything!”

“Gone, I think. I mean, if the alternate universe Jumbo sent him to protect our Jumbo, that obviously didn’t work out, so maybe he just went back home. But I get the sense this is all part of something bigger. And worse.”

She stood. “Do you think you can stop them? From coming over to our world, I mean? I don’t want what happened to Jumbo to happen to anybody else. Especially me, ha. I mean, maybe I’m the queen over there.”

“We won’t let that happen,” I heard myself say when a primal part of my brain noticed how Bridgette’s dress hugged her ass. “Whatever we have to do, we’ll—”

“OH MY GOD! WHAT IS THAT?!?”

She’d lifted her parka from the sofa cushion and had recoiled at something. For a moment, I thought she was reacting to my coat, a filthy imitation Carhartt I’d found at a consignment shop (it was spelled with three T’s). I moved closer and found that, clinging to my coat, was a lizard. It had a bright red row of hairlike bristles running down its head and body like a mohawk.

“Is that yours?” said Bridgette, suddenly realizing she might have overreacted to a beloved pet. “It snapped at me!”

“No,” I said, and noted the reptile had a nasty set of teeth. “In fact, I think that’s what took a chunk out of my hand. It must have crawled onto my coat at the scene of the fire.”

“That doesn’t look like any lizard I’ve ever seen. Though I guess I haven’t seen that many. Wait, you don’t think it … came through, do you? From the other side?”

“I don’t know. They had a bunch of weird stuff at the old Best Buy building, maybe they had it in a cage and it escaped when everything went to hell.”

But I couldn’t stop looking at the red bristles and thinking how much they looked like hair. Then I started to think about how the Penetrator had said his daughter had gotten taken and returned to him in some unrecognizable condition. And then my mouth went dry and at some point Bridgette left and I didn’t hear what she said on the way out because I was staring at the lizard and it was staring back at me.

With bright green eyes.



John

“Humans in our world don’t have brains that can remember exact words unless they’re in the form of a song or something,” said John. “We only remember the main thrust of a conversation and the big thing with the Penetrator was he wanted to go back home, but couldn’t, because Amy vanished with the device that let him travel. He insisted that what was done to Jumbo was necessary to save his world and our world and every other world from you people. Now you’re going to say he’s lying and that tells me nothing other than you’re at war and you hate each other. That was it, we demanded help finding Amy and he shut down.”

LeSabre nodded and seemed to relax slightly, as if this were positive news. “It was your impression that he believed his mission had been a success.”

“He was hoping it was. But if he recovers, our people will try to hold him and put him on trial.”

“But why did you not finish him?” accused LeSabre in his usual smooth tone, only with a faint but unmistakable drawl of malice, like a lounge singer who just spotted his ex in the audience mid-song. “Once it became clear he had no additional information?”

“Why would we have killed him?”

“For glory,” said LeSabre, as if he were genuinely baffled to have to explain it. “Is that not why you eat and breathe and wake in the morning? Is that not why you play your instrument, to advance the cause of glory?”

“Well, he’s being guarded by our police and they don’t consider ‘glory’ to be a valid legal defense for a deathbed assault.”

“Your ‘police.’”

“Yeah, you said before that they have them where you’re from.”

“I said I know what they are. We don’t need them, where I’m from.”

John glanced at Joy for assistance, though had no idea what exactly she could offer. At this point, he’d have welcomed her normal habit of standing on the sidelines and hurling insults into pauses in the conversation. Instead, she just watched LeSabre, as if waiting for him to make a move.

John looked down into his glass and swirled the Gonster. He took a drink, then took a breath. “My man, we have a missing member of our little family and every minute here counts a hundred for her. We do not have time to explain our entire civilization to you. That could take hours.”

“I originally sought you out because I was told you have certain knowledge and capabilities. I had expected to see explorers, warriors, leaders of men. I thought I would find you raising and equipping an army to defend your world and to expand your footprint into others. To conquer. To etch your names in the annals of glory. Instead…” He gestured with his hand at John’s home and all the world that lay outside it. “I sense no hunger for glory whatsoever. Tell me: Did they breed it out of you, or train it out?”

“We have more of a live-and-let-live philosophy,” said John. “Let me ask you: In the throes of your glorious conquests, you’ve not run into any issues? And by issues, I mean horrors? And by horrors, I mean interdimensional shadow beings that lurk between worlds and can turn reality inside out?”

“It’s funny, your friend asked the same thing when we first met. You are enslaved by your fears of the unknown.”

“The Penetrator had a little gadget that helped him travel, do you have one of those? Or are you getting in here some other way?”

“Now why would you want to know that?” asked LeSabre, in the way a wife would ask her husband why he has an unfamiliar shade of lipstick on his balls.

“Because it could help us get Amy back?” said John, who found himself phrasing it like he was hoping it was the right answer.

“Or maybe the Penetrator asked you to find out on his behalf?”

“It didn’t come up. So this is like a state secret?”

LeSabre smiled like somehow this conversation had relayed to him the best news he’d ever heard, though John couldn’t fathom how.

“If I refuse to tell you my means of travel,” he said in his smooth car commercial voice, “would you threaten to kill me unless I complied?”

“Dude, are you drunk?” asked John, as he sat his drinking glass down on the coffee table so that he would have both hands free. “Or do you have low blood sugar or something? I’m sorry, I’m just trying to account for your mood swing.”

“Why don’t you speak?” asked LeSabre of Joy, who John just now noticed seemed more uncomfortable than he’d ever seen her.

“Because,” she said, “I know that nothing I say is going to change what is about to happen.”

John looked back and forth from LeSabre to Joy, mentally mapping where everyone and everything was positioned in the room. “All right,” he said, “back up. We’re all good guys in this house. I watched you save several total strangers from a warehouse fire just hours ago, that’s hero shit.”

Still focused entirely on Joy, LeSabre said, “Where are you from?”

Joy crossed her arms. “Around here.”

“No, you’re not. When were you born?”

“I don’t remember. It was a long time ago.”

LeSabre turned to John. “How long have you known her?”

“She’s not a part of this. The Penetrator seemed to think Amy was in big trouble if she ran into your people on the other side. But that was bullshit, right? I mean, why would anything bad happen to her? We’ve done nothing to offend you or your people. Or is there something I’m missing?”

“You are missing everything. Which is very fortunate for me and for all of existence, but sadly unfortunate for you. As for why I saved those men from the fire, is it not obvious? I wanted to deny the Penetrator his kills, to deprive him of his share of glory in the war.”

“But we’re not in the war. There’s no war in this room!”

“Yes,” said Joy, resignedly. “There is.”

From the kitchen, John heard a beep. His deep fryer, announcing it had reached temperature.



Me

I managed to trap the lizard inside a clear plastic tub that still bore the faded stains of leftover spaghetti sauce it had contained, once, years ago. I punched holes in the lid with a screwdriver so the creature wouldn’t suffocate and now I was on the sofa, staring at the lizard in its prison. It continued to stare back, though I could not discern any expression on its face. I took a picture of it and texted it to John with the accompanying message:

Hey I think they may have turned Amy into this lizard thing.

I realized after sending it that this was probably somewhat confusing out of context but I’d be damned if I could think of any combination of additional words that would clear things up.

I said, “Can you understand me? If this is you, uh, scratch at the wall. Of the container, I mean. Scratch once.”

It didn’t move.

Searching the internet for the creature’s description turned up nothing, anywhere in the world. A scientist would probably deem that insufficient evidence to declare that it originated from another universe, but I wasn’t a scientist and I had moved on to trying to prove my theory that this reptile contained the mind and soul of a twenty-eight-year-old woman named Amy Sullivan, from whom radiated all of the light and warmth in the universe.

There! She did it!

The lizard had kind of slapped at the side of the bowl. Not necessarily a scratch like I asked for, but maybe she was figuring out how to work her new body. For the first time, I noticed dark rings around the lizard’s eyes. Like they had added that bit to mimic her eyeglasses. Making sure that I knew.

I said, “Okay. Listen. If this is really you, if LeSabre’s people have the technology to do this to you, it means they have the technology to turn you back. Maybe better than before. If they even did it, I mean, I’m taking the Penetrator’s word for it. Did LeSabre’s people do this to you? Scratch once for yes, twice for no.”

She scratched zero times.

“Okay. Well, I’m going to let you out, all right?”

I removed the lid and the Amy lizard just sat there. I kind of tilted the container to make it easier to climb out and the creature tumbled onto the coffee table, landing on its back.

“Oh, sorry! Here.”

I gently helped it roll over and it snapped at me. I yanked my hand away.

“Sorry. Did I startle you? Or is that like a reflex you can’t help?” I studied the previous inflamed bite on my hand and said, “Were you in the wreckage at BeBu? Did you bite me to get my attention? Or is this how you grabbed on, so you could leave with me?”

The lizard didn’t answer. It just now occurred to me that it may not even have ears to hear the frequencies of a human voice.

“Are, uh, you thirsty? Do you want some water? Hold on.”

I ran into the kitchen and dug through the cabinets, hoping to find the perfect water dish for a lizard that size. I decided on a saucer shallow enough that she wouldn’t have to climb over to get a drink. I filled it with as much water as it could hold and gently set it nearby. She ignored it.

“Well,” I said, “it’s there if you want it later. We need to work out some way you can communicate. Can you tap your foot? Like tap once for ‘yes’ and twice for ‘no’? Try it now, tap your foot if you understood.”

Instead, she crawled over to investigate the open bag of Twizzlers on the coffee table, like she recognized it. I pulled one out, broke off a small piece and held it out. The Amy lizard approached, seemed to sniff the candy (I actually don’t know if lizards sniff things but that’s what it seemed to be doing) and then took a step back. Then, in a motion too quick for my eyes to track, she lunged forward and bit, not the Twizzler, but the finger holding it.

“OW!” I snatched back my hand again, which was now bleeding from two separate bites. “Why did you do that? Are you trying to tell me something?”

No response from the lizard.

“What—what am I doing wrong?”

I studied my finger. A tiny chunk had been taken out of it.

“Oh, is it meat? Do you want meat?”

I felt like an idiot because of course lizards are carnivores, you always see them eating bugs and mice. I didn’t have any of those on hand (well, I did, but none that were visible or easily caught). I rushed to the refrigerator and searched, finally tearing off a piece of bologna, then grabbing a small wad of raw hamburger.

I returned and said, “Here. I have two kinds, cooked and raw. Or, I think bologna is cooked? I’m actually not sure. Here, take your pick.”

I sat both on the table before her. She investigated both, but showed no interest in eating.

I sighed. I felt exhaustion growing on my brain like mold. I checked my phone to see if I’d gotten a response from John. Nothing. Maybe he was on his way and didn’t want to answer while driving on iced-over streets. Or maybe he’d dozed off on his sofa.

“Do you sleep?” I asked the Amy lizard.

No response.

I said, “You can’t hear me, can you?”

I laid my hand on the coffee table palm-up, a few inches from her. Hoping she would feel my presence, somehow, via whatever senses were available to her. Blood dripped onto the table and she seemed to sense that. She scurried forward, faster than I’d seen her move so far … and nipped off another bit of skin from my hand.

I yanked it back and watched the Amy lizard happily chew. It finally hit me that they had turned Amy into a creature that can only eat living flesh. Or maybe even just human flesh? So she would be forced to kill or starve and I imagined that whoever had done this was out there, somewhere, laughing at us.

I got up and wrapped my hand in the same bloodstained towel I’d used before, then sat down and thought carefully about what part of my body would be the best to let Amy feed from.



John

His phone dinged with a text message but he did not check it. He was tensed up, visualizing what he would do if LeSabre made a move.

“What I was about to say before he turned up,” said Joy to John, “is that this guy isn’t here to protect us and our world from the Penetrator and his people. He came to you because he needed your help. And now he doesn’t, so all that’s left to do is clean up.”

John said to him, “So your plan is to do us and then, what? Go get Dave? Then Amy, wherever she is?”

“Suppose it is,” said LeSabre, “what would be your next action? Do you feel the thrill of anticipation as you consider it? Do you hunger for the impending contest, the opportunity to measure yourself against another, to know if you can defeat me?”

John groaned. “Man, I just got the house fixed up from the last time a weird dude showed up and smashed three of my interior doors. Had to do it all myself, out of pocket, because it turned out my homeowner’s insurance company wasn’t real. Is there anything I can do or say to talk you out of this? I’ve got weed.”

“Your world is addicted to stories,” said LeSabre, gesturing toward John’s television on the wall. “Do you have some version of the story of The Weeping Grass?”

“I don’t know, dude. Probably?”

“A hunter is lost in the wilderness,” began LeSabre, as John wondered if he wouldn’t just prefer combat to this. “He is weak with hunger, so he uses his wits and skill to track a bear. But when he corners the bear, it weeps and begs for mercy. ‘I have a mate back at my den who will be heartbroken without me!’ says the bear. The hunter, though hungry, feels pity in his heart and lets the bear go. He then stalks a deer, but when he goes in for the kill, it also pleads for mercy. ‘I have fawns just over that next hill, who will starve without me.’ Once more, the hunter is moved by the animal’s tears and releases it out of pity. Now too weak from hunger to hunt, he fashions a snare and traps a rabbit. But it, too, weeps and begs. ‘I would never do harm to another,’ says the rabbit, ‘for I live off the grass of the ground. Can you not do the same? Am I, a mere animal, truly so much better than you, the wise and noble man?’ The hunter agrees and lets the rabbit go free. Now too weak to stand, he tries to eat the grasses near him, hoping they will be enough to sustain life. But even the grasses wept when he reached to pull them from the ground. ‘Are we not also living things,’ said the weeping grass, ‘do we not cling to life by reaching up for the sunlight, hoping to thrive and nurture offspring of our own?’ The hunter relents, but is now so weak that he cannot even lift his arms. Then the bear and the deer and the rabbit all come back and feed off of his body while he is still alive, spilling his blood which feeds the grass. The hunter cries and pleads for mercy as his flesh is torn from his bones, which interrupts the animals’ feeding not at all.”

“I definitely don’t see how that applies to this situation,” said John, “but I cannot stress enough how much I do not want you to explain it to me.”

“Allow me to ask you another question, then.”

John heard Joy mutter, “Jesus Christ.”

“If two animals, both males, meet in the wild and fight over a female, which one deserves to win?”

“Nope, that’s it,” said John. “You’ve violated my home’s ‘no riddles’ policy multiple times. I’m gonna need you to leave now.”

“It is not a riddle.”

John noted Joy edging around behind LeSabre, moving closer to the fireplace.

LeSabre, without glancing at her, said, “She is moving toward a concealed weapon.”

Not an accusation. A statement. There was, in fact, a set of electrified brass knuckles hidden behind a loose brick under the mantel. Not once during this exchange had John so much as glanced at the table lamp next to LeSabre, which appeared to have a base shaped like a sawed-off double barrel shotgun but John knew that it was, in fact, a working sawed-off double barrel shotgun. John hoped that LeSabre hadn’t noticed the patched hole in the ceiling that gave it away.

“We don’t have to do this,” said John.

“Two males, one mate. Only one will win and spread its seed. So which deserves to win?”

Joy moved closer to the mantel.

“I know the answer you want,” said John. “The one that wins is the one that deserves it, by default. If I say I agree, will you leave us alone?”

LeSabre smirked and nodded toward the guitar in the corner. “How about this: Play something for me. A piece that demonstrates your yearning for glory.”

“And if you’re not satisfied with what I play, you’ll try to kill us?”

LeSabre smiled. “Perhaps there is yearning for glory in you after all, as demonstrated by your implication that I would merely try.”

The deep fryer churned and hissed in the kitchen.

John went to the corner and picked up the guitar.







21 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

John wasn’t answering his phone and I was considering just going over there. The Amy lizard had fallen asleep after her meal and I’d sat her back into the plastic container, this time with some tissues in case she wanted to use them to make a bed or something. I was taping up the gauze on my hand (one thing we never let ourselves run out of was wound treatments) and considering firing off an email to our boss and subject matter expert Dr. Albert Marconi for advice. I then had the hilarious/tragic realization that these were the predawn hours of Monday, which meant we had our weekly production meeting at nine, via video call. I’ve heard some people’s jobs are just going from meeting to meeting, all day long. How do they live like that? I shuddered at the thought.

I forced myself to stand and put on my coat. I collected Amy, went out and held my breath as I waited to see if the Juke would start. Then I drove the twenty feet across the road to FOOD, which was miraculously open (it was supposed to be twenty-four hours but it depended on if the night cashier showed up, and she had a pretty bad pill problem). With Amy’s spaghetti-stained tub in my hand, I bought the biggest, hottest, blackest coffee from their dispenser. It burned my palm through the Styrofoam as I paid the cashier, who said nothing about the alien lizard I was carrying, presumably because she believed this was all just another drug-induced hallucination.

John’s place was only about five minutes away in normal weather, but they don’t really plow the roads here so the snow we’d gotten twenty-four hours ago had simply been compacted by passing tires into slick ruts. I crawled over it at twenty miles an hour and figured if John had dozed off, this was simply giving him an extra few minutes of rest before I banged on his door. I realized that I had not brought the gold coin Bridgette had shown me and, in fact, couldn’t remember if she’d left it behind or taken it with her. Once I’d seen the Amy/lizard situation I’d kind of forgotten all about that. Which, ironically, is the one thing Amy would not have wanted me to do, regardless of what shape her body was in. I thought about turning around to go get it but I was just a couple of blocks from John’s place and—

A muffled gunshot rang out, from down the street.

And it was a gunshot, I’d heard enough of them to know. I didn’t shift into Panic Mode yet as I wasn’t 100 percent sure the noise had come from John’s place, which was now in sight. Keep in mind, every house in town had at least one firearm on the premises, plus deer season hadn’t been over for more than a couple weeks and hunters around here weren’t exactly sticklers for the rules. And even if the sound had come from John’s house, there could be any number of reasons. Maybe he’d accidentally discharged his lamp again.

I parked across the street. I couldn’t see into his windows because John’s house was now surrounded by an eight-foot-tall wooden privacy fence that was covered end to end in a mural. John had gotten a complaint from his neighbors last year about the junk piled in his yard (including an old Mustang full of bees). Rather than clean it up, he’d had this fence built, then recruited several friends to help him cover it in a mural depicting the exact junk that was behind it, in photographic detail.

Glass broke inside the house. I heard Joy cursing.

I had not brought a weapon.

I debated what to do with the Amy lizard, but couldn’t leave her in the car, lest I returned to find her frozen solid. I got out and passed by the front gate, instead circling to the side where there was a second entrance in the form of several shattered boards from where a neighbor kid had run into it with a dirt bike. I squeezed through and entered the front door, into the living room. I heard grunts and shuffles from the other side of the house, in the kitchen.

I quickly sat Amy on the mantel over the fireplace, then reached for the electrified brass knuckles John kept behind the loose brick. Gone. My eyes shot to the end table only to find the shotgun lamp was also absent.

I edged around to where the open floor plan of John’s place would let me see across the dining room into the kitchen where John, Joy, and LeSabre were involved in a scuffle. My first thought was that they were triple-teaming some mutual enemy but, no, there was no fourth belligerent in the room, unless he was invisible, which I realized was actually possible as soon as I had the thought.

I moved closer, staying out of sight, trying to assess the situation. John was on his hands and knees and appeared dazed. LeSabre was straddling him, holding onto the back of John’s shirt. Joy was on LeSabre’s back, her forearm around his neck while punching him over and over again with the electrified knuckles, which I was certain would have incapacitated any normal man several times over. Instead, LeSabre was grunting and reaching back, trying to snatch Joy by the hair as the device popped and crackled against his skin. John’s guitar was across the room, jutting out of the wall, the neck having been stabbed into the paneling.

I knew I shouldn’t have trusted that smooth, beautiful bastard.

I got low and moved into the dining room and reached up under the pool table to pull the hidden pistol out of its spring-release bracket. John didn’t have a gun in every room of the house, but that’s only because Joy didn’t want one in her bedroom and the Luger he kept in the toilet tank of the upstairs bathroom had gotten rusty.

The problem was that, just hours ago, I had seen this hunk shrug off a shotgun blast at point-blank range. I suspected that the only weapon on the property that could actually put LeSabre down was out in the garage: ANTON, a single-shot big-game rifle modified to fire a 30-millimeter cannon round, the kind used by fighter jets to tear the wings off other fighter jets. The absurd weapon had no stock, but rather a brace that would perch it atop the shoulder, as otherwise the recoil would shatter the shooter’s collarbone. The weapon had been sent to us by an anonymous fan with no note and no elaboration other than the word ANTON stenciled on the side in pink paint. He’d included exactly one cartridge for it, a depleted uranium round that would probably penetrate the walls of the next six houses in its path if it missed (or, well, passed through any target less rigid than a tank). Unfortunately, the door to the garage was in the kitchen, on the other side of the mêlée, so none of this mattered. I’m mainly just bringing it up in case it becomes relevant later.

Instead, I’d have to make do with the pistol I’d pulled out from under the pool table, which was a simple Taurus Judge, a five-shot revolver that had been chambered to fire .410 shotgun shells.

I let the gun lead me into the kitchen, where I pointed it at LeSabre and yelled, “HEY! WHY DID YOU TURN AMY INTO A LIZARD?”

Everyone stopped fighting and stared at me. There was silence for a moment and I could hear John’s air fryer burbling on the counter behind them, like he’d been in the middle of making fish fingers when the fight broke out.

Then LeSabre lunged backward to crash Joy into the cabinet, causing her to tumble to the floor. He raised his arm and I saw in his hand one of those spiky balls he’d used earlier to turn the Penetrator into char and gristle.

I said, “DON’T!” because I didn’t want to kill the one guy who could plausibly be forced to unlizard my soulmate, but I also wasn’t sure if the shells in this pistol could do much even if I hit him with all five.

He reared back, as if to chuck the ball at me.

Joy caught his arm by the elbow and screamed, “SHOOT HIM!”

I shot and, simultaneous with the deafening report, there was the
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And all three of them—LeSabre, Joy, and John—disappeared, leaving my pellets of buckshot to impact the deep fryer on the counter, just behind where they’d stood.



John

Bright drops of blood appeared in the chalky white powder between John’s splayed fingers. He couldn’t remember where he was or how he’d got there or what he was doing. Based on previous experience, he suspected that he had just lost the last minute or so due to getting knocked in the head. He rapidly tried to catch up:

He was no longer in his home, but outside, and it was daytime. The air was warm. He was on his hands and knees and the powder under his face was not snow or sand.

It was ash.

John whipped his head around and found LeSabre maybe ten feet away, crouched in a combat stance and seeming momentarily startled, an expression he’d never seen on the guy’s face before. However they had ended up here, LeSabre hadn’t been expecting it.

John found Joy nearby, rolling up onto her feet with an agility you wouldn’t think possible in her leather pants. She quickly took two steps back, and drew a line in the ash with her foot for reasons John couldn’t fathom.

LeSabre was still holding his spiky little flesh ball and chucked it in John’s direction. He threw it with a velocity John wouldn’t have thought possible, and he had once seen Randy Johnson throw a fastball that exploded a bird. He didn’t have remotely enough time or reflexes to avoid the projectile but it went whizzing two feet over his head. He turned to track the object and it flew about thirty feet and then erupted into a splatter of flames. Then there was thrashing and screams. The projectile had actually impacted a solid object that had previously been invisible. The thrashing figure was a man in exotic military armor with some kind of cloaking ability, which unfortunately for him was not resistant to the magma-like substance inside LeSabre’s tactical flesh balls.

“What a fortuitous day!” shouted LeSabre to John and Joy. “Friends have arrived to turn our little encounter into a party! Welcome!”

With that, five more armored men shimmered into sight behind the thrashing, burning man, brandishing menacing objects that John assumed were not hair dryers. Then each man drew a second and third rifle from their back that floated alongside them in midair, held aloft by whatever Jedi powers these people possessed. Then ten more soldiers appeared behind them, then twenty. Considering LeSabre wasn’t welcoming them as comrades, this likely meant these were troops from the Penetrator’s side of the conflict. John had somehow gotten zapped into the teeth of a war zone.

LeSabre then turned his back to John and the Penetroopers, pulling on his shirt and jacket in a way that caused both to fall away and expose his bare back. Nine slits appeared and opened into a cluster of circular holes like lotus seed pods. Projectiles flew from each hole, sounding like a succession of champagne corks. They arced over toward the armed men and then one by one burst into clouds of thick, black smoke, forming a visibility barrier between the trio and the advancing army.

Joy yelled, “I’VE GOT IT!” at John and he had no idea what she meant. “COME ON!”

He moved closer and she grabbed his arm, then John finally noticed she had the Penetrator’s crystal hand thing, having apparently picked it up during the fracas in the kitchen. She was messing with it, like she was trying to figure out how it worked. LeSabre was now charging their way, kicking up ash, racing to get his hands on them before they could reek away.

Joy said, “GET DOWN!”

John and Joy went flat just as LeSabre arrived. The man put a knee on John’s neck just as a horrific noise erupted from the other side of the concealment smoke, the Penetroopers discharging their weapons, at which point
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The line Joy had drawn in the ash became the counter of John’s kitchen, and LeSabre reappeared in the exact right space and time to catch a spray of hot oil to the face from the deep fryer Dave had exploded with a gunshot that, in this universe, had been fired a fraction of a second ago.

LeSabre growled and thrashed, much like the burning man in the world they’d just left.

Dave was still standing across the room, aiming the shotpistol and seeming pleased that he had finally fulfilled his lifelong dream of taking out an enemy by shooting a nearby thing that explodes. LeSabre, despite much of his face having been fried off his skull, did a no-look grab-and-throw of the silver sauce holder on the kitchen table, whipping it across the room and smacking Dave right in the wrist, knocking the gun from his hand.

Then came that champagne-cork sound (BORP!) and one of those spiky balls popped up from LeSabre’s back, rising a couple feet into the air and then landing smoothly in his hand. His bubbling and shredded lips were forming a smile. Then he chucked the ball at Joy, who was already dodging out of the way and this time doing it faster than John would expect from anyone, in any type of pants. The ball hit the cabinets behind her and, instead of bursting into oozing flames, a stinking, muddy acid melted through the cabinets, even dissolving the pots and pans they stored.

John remained entranced by that sight for at least one second too long—his Le Creuset was in there—and suddenly LeSabre’s hand was around his neck. John fell to his knees and now LeSabre had Joy’s hair knotted in his other fist, holding each at arm’s length as if he intended to swing them around and bash their skulls together. Dave was scrambling on the floor for the pistol, which seemed to have gotten wedged under the refrigerator. John had one more ace up his sleeve, in the form of a tiny pistol up his sleeve. He estimated he had about seven seconds of consciousness left to spring the gun into his palm and try to get two bullets into LeSabre’s temple.

He extended his arm forward and activated the mechanism. The pistol flew out from his elbow but his hand missed it. The gun went sailing off past his fingers at the same time Dave fired again from across the room and then
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All hell broke loose.

Suddenly they were back in Ash World and a man was screaming and gurgling. Wait, more than one.

John wrenched himself free from the fingers around his neck. Joy had already untangled herself and was now staring at the twitching mass between them, eyes wide, trying to make sense of it all. There was commotion all around. It appeared that in the minute or so they’d been gone—a hundred or so minutes in the Accelerated Universe—some of the Penetroopers had come over to the spot to examine it. A guy had been kneeling and using a scanning device that appeared to be taking a 3D model of one of John’s footprints. While he was kneeling there, LeSabre had materialized in that exact same spot, so that their bodies became merged, with LeSabre’s chest, arm, and head protruding from the kneeling man’s upper back, his other arm buried in his torso.

The kneeling man coughed up a great deal of blood and both of them keeled over, their four legs braided into a quivering mess that made John sick to his stomach. He looked away and found himself making eye contact with a soldier about ten feet from him, aiming an incomprehensible weapon at his face. Then he was aiming a second one, and a third, the two guns hovering over his shoulders like they were ready to whisper conflicting advice into his ears. John knew there were others around him doing the same, but he could not take his eyes off the face across from him. The guy’s helmet offered a full view of his expression (though there was a glass shield covering it) and here was a man who was not curious about John or Joy or how they’d gotten there. He showed no fear nor revulsion at the twisted horror at their feet. It was a look that John had never seen in real life, the hollow stare of someone who has been in a war zone for so long that they can no longer imagine anything else. This was the face of a man who found dead comrades uninteresting aside from how it affected the current strategy, someone for whom splattered enemies and civilians were just texture on the landscape. Someone who does not fear death because he knows that, on some level, he is already dead.

Then John took in the scenery and realized it was ash as far as he could see. In the distance were plumes of smoke and, jutting out of a massive nearby dune, was some kind of crashed aircraft with huge charred chunks taken out of its hull like bites. There was something shimmery over the horizon and for some reason he found himself unable to look at it, the same reflex that made Jumbo’s friends look away from his mutilated body earlier, the instinct that alerts you when a thing is better left unseen.

He had to get the fuck out of here.

John reached down and grabbed LeSabre’s twitching wrist and told Joy that they needed to go, right now. And John actually saw the trigger finger of the Space Marine twitch and
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They were back in the kitchen. Well, not all of them. Only part of LeSabre had come back, the rest apparently now entangled within the dead Penetrooper that had remained in that other universe. John was now standing a few feet away from the spot he’d departed from, which he only knew because, just as he stood up straight, the tiny pistol he’d launched from his elbow a fraction of a second ago was now flying his way.

He reached up and caught it and said, “Is that the glory you had in mind, you piece of shit? Somebody get me a mop.”



Me

John did not say that.

When people finished popping across the room, John had his hands on his knees and was muttering breathy curses after his own flying gun had hit him on the lips. Joy was nearby with her hands on her hips breathing normally, and LeSabre was missing his entire body from the chest down. Everyone was covered in that pale ash.

John started to sputter an explanation of what occurred and did a horrible job of it, but it seemed fairly straightforward to me: They’d zapped into another world and another dude had been standing in LeSabre’s spot. I think this happened on Star Trek a couple times? The result was that, on John’s floor, was LeSabre’s head, chest, and one arm. I could see the spongy insides of his lungs and the red bulb of what might have been his heart. Stuff was kind of flexing around in there and it was then that I finally noticed LeSabre’s eyes were still open and looking around the room.

I said, “Hey, uh, I think this upper twenty percent of LeSabre is still alive.”

John groaned and wiped white dust from his eyes. “I think we have to call the detective. And an ambulance? Man, I don’t even know.”

Then Joy looked to me and said, “Wait, did you say something about Amy being a lizard?”



Detective Judy Justice showed up at John’s front door in a tracksuit, which made sense considering it was four in the morning and she was off duty, but it still unsettled me for some reason. I’d left it to John to try to tell the story in the course of our walk to the kitchen and he actually did a worse job than he’d done with me earlier. Once again, she handled it well. I guess the detective had seen quite a few mutilated parts in the last day or so, so what was one more?

Justice leaned over LeSabre’s still-open eyes and said, “Sir, can you hear me?”

He sputtered something.

“I didn’t catch that.” The detective leaned closer. “If you try to bite me, I’m gonna empty a clip into your brain.”

He sputtered again and it seemed like he was looking at John. Justice stood up straight and sighed.

“What did he say?” asked John.

“He said, ‘Well played.’ Guess we’ll take ’em to the hospital. Maybe put him in the room with what’s left of that other shit stain with the nanobots. They can talk it out.”

“If so,” I said, “have them check this guy’s back, he has little pockets in there from which he can launch projectiles. They may be empty unless his body, I don’t know, secretes reloads somehow.” I pointed to the section of melted cabinets. “One of ’em landed there.”

“The hospital has a secure section for patients that might have some kind of hidden lethality. There’s a radio code for it.”

I had no idea if she was joking. Justice moved out of the kitchen and into the dining room, presumably to be out of sight of the partial man on the floor.

“So,” said Justice, rubbing her eyes, “if both dirtbags who came through are now in a state I am going to cautiously call ‘incapacitated,’ is it at least possible that this is over? The Penetrator comes through and does Jumbo, this guy gets revenge and takes out the Penetrator. This guy comes after you and gets taken out himself. If all the aggrieved parties are out of the game, then it’s done, right?”

I wanted to tell Justice yes, just to get her out of the house, and out of our lives. Let her pin Jumbo’s death and the cops’ injuries on some unidentified vagrant who went out in a blaze of whatever you call the exact opposite of glory.

Instead, I said, “We still have to get Amy back.”

We hadn’t told her about the lizard situation, but it wasn’t relevant as, either way, we had to cross over and find somebody to put things back as they were before.

“Is there any possible way to get her back that doesn’t further endanger public safety?” asked Justice.

Before I could give what almost certainly would be the wrong answer to that, John said, “I think we’re missing something pretty important here. We still don’t even know why any of this happened. What were they trying to accomplish by torturing Jumbo? Did they accomplish it? If not, what’s to stop them from sending somebody else? If they did what they came to do, what are the consequences?”

“Uh, I may have some information on that,” I said, trying to think of how to phrase it in a way that the detective would find uninteresting. “Not to get bogged down in the details, but I’ve heard it’s something political. In that other universe, I mean, where they’re from. They have a version of Jumbo who’s some kind of a big deal and our Jumbo apparently met with him. They’re at war over there, so I guess it would be like if in the middle of World War II, we found out Hitler had a twin brother in Iceland he was always talking to. It’s easy to imagine the Allies wanting to pay that guy a visit, find out what he knows. Or, hell, you might go mess him up just to stick it to Hitler. Sounds like it’s none of our business either way.”

I could tell even before I’d gotten those last few words out that this comparison had not set anyone’s mind at ease.

“Just so I’m clear,” said Justice, utilizing my least favorite method of beginning a sentence, “the Hitler in this scenario is still alive and well? And he not only knows about us, but can turn up here anytime he wants?”

“I actually think it may be worse than that,” said John.

“How can it be worse than that?”

“Did you hear what the Penetrator said about what it took to get over here? That they have a gigantic facility that requires some crazy amount of energy?”

“Didn’t just hear it,” said Justice. “Recorded and transcribed it for my notes.”

“Okay. So, we’re pretty sure that’s not a thing. Traveling from one reality to another, there’s no machine that will let you do that. Amy says that, mathematically, it’s like trying to move the Sun using only the power of a single box fan. It’s nonsense. So that means they’re drawing on some other kind of power, something from beyond the physical world, from beyond all physical worlds. They’re communing with shadowy beings who see our reality and linear time as just fresh snow they can piss their names into. So even if this other Jumbo was just coming over to have our Jumbo repair his dirt bike, this darkness can come leaking through, like unleashing smallpox on the natives.”

“What I’m hearing,” said Justice, “is that however they’re getting through, that has to be sealed off, no matter what.”

I said, “After we get Amy back, yeah. We’ll definitely do that if we can.”

John thought for a moment, then asked Justice, “Did you get to search Jumbo’s place?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “It’s freaky in the conventional sense, the guy who ran the black light over the living room started crying. But no signs of any attempts to commune with devils or open magic portals or converse with evil doppelgängers.”

“Did you check his basement?” shouted Joy from the living room, where she’d retired to a few minutes ago with a tub of ice cream from John’s freezer.

“We did,” said Justice. “Had to get past a big dude made of denim to do it, but then we got down there and it was nothin’ but basement bullshit. Laundry machines and a hot-water heater. No secret compartments, no pentagrams on the floor.”

“No sign of any, uh, creatures?” I asked.

“No. What did you hear?”

“That he was keeping something down there. Something that bites. A gift from his counterpart, according to rumors.”

“Well, there were no droppings or dog beds, and none of the telltale odors that would suggest there ever had been. If there’s a secret passageway, it exists beyond any human ability to detect it.”

“And of the substances he had in his various stashes, it was all the kind of thing you’d expect?”

She paused to glance back at red lights that were now strobing in from outside. “Ambulance is here. Hope they brought a shovel.” She turned back to me and said, “You’re asking about the magical tarry black stuff. We’ve got flyers up at the station with a number to call if we ever run across it.”

I nodded. “Where you find somebody into this kind of thing, you usually find that shit. I would be very unsurprised if Jumbo had some, somewhere. Maybe in a stash we haven’t found yet. Knowing his lifestyle, he may have fallen into this the same way John and I did. A weird new drug turns up at a party and suddenly you’re talking to a version of yourself from another dimension. Chaos ensues.”

We heard EMTs at the front door, Joy was letting them in and warning that they should brace themselves if they were sensitive to the sight of mutilated cabinetry.

“I assume you know,” said Justice, as EMTs tried to maneuver a gurney around John’s pool table, “if I have the opportunity to close that passage, I’m doing it regardless of which of you people are on the other side of it. My responsibilities are bigger than that.”

“Trust me,” I said, “we don’t want to let anything in any more than you do. We’ll get Amy back, slam the door behind us, and you can close Jumbo’s case once and for all. This may all be taken care of by the next time we talk.”







15 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


“We can see you, Doctor, but we can’t hear you.”

Dr. Albert Marconi appeared to be using a laptop outdoors, squinting down at it in consternation as wind twirled his white hair and plucked at the collar of his overcoat like playful unseen fingers.

Dr. Marconi had an extensive Wikipedia page and every single paragraph included a disclaimer warning of questionable sourcing. His books analyzing the evolutionary and cultural origins of supernatural belief have been lauded by skeptics, who then invariably express dismay when he hosts reality shows that treat demon possession and cryptids as plausible phenomena.

John said, “Your voice kind of sounds like Charlie Brown’s parents, if they were robots.”

After the medics had finished scooping LeSabre’s remains out of John’s kitchen, we’d had a brief debate about actually getting some sleep and I’d finally relented, noting that the Amy lizard seemed comfortable in her tub and we no longer worried that every delay on our end added weeks to the ordeal on hers. I’d been exhausted before but now, after a few hours of sleep, I felt much worse.

Marconi gruffly made some adjustments. “Can you hear me now?”

“Barely.”

“Well, I can hear you. Can you summarize the new situation?”

I spent the next few minutes trying to bring Dr. Marconi up to speed and, when I finished, he stared into the camera for so long that I assumed the feed had frozen up.

“Doctor?”

“What you have described to me is an … extremely serious situation and I frankly don’t understand why you didn’t bring this to me sooner.”

“Well, we had the production meeting already on the calendar.”

“That’s Ms. Sullivan in the container?”

“Uh, yeah.” I held it up. “She’s asleep.”

It really did seem like the doctor wanted to say something else here but thought better of it.

John said, “So, uh, we have to go over there, to the ashy accelerated world, the AU. Find the facility where they do this operation and make them switch her back. It must be pretty easy for them if sometimes they just do it as a prank.”

Another pause from Marconi, then, “And what if you are unable to find the party who can reverse the process?”

I said, “Then, Doctor, I guess this is goodbye, because I’ll spend the rest of my life wandering around that strange, ashy land looking for someone who can.”

“And if you do encounter someone you believe can reverse the process, your plan is to…”

“To put a gun to their temple until they agree to do it and keep it there until they finish.”

“And if they refuse?”

“Then I pull the trigger and find someone else. And I repeat that process until I run out of lizard wizards or bullets. Why?”

“And the passage between our world and this Accelerated Universe—a world full of warring factions with unknowable capabilities—would remain open that entire time?”

“Yeah, we’ll have to figure all that out,” I said. “Amy will know what to do as soon as she’s back to normal. So that comes first.”

Marconi seemed to carefully measure and sort his words before saying, “I would ask you to wait to take any such action until I can get there. You know such travel comes with dangers, and not just to yourselves.”

“We’ll see what happens. We might not have that kind of time.”

“I am less than twenty miles away, at the rest stop along the highway. I left Cairo this time yesterday, when my source in your local police department leaked the discovery of the body parts.”

“Oh. Why didn’t you say so?”

“Because I was curious to see how long it would take you to reach out. Your experience with authority figures must be abysmal because your reluctance to seek out assistance is both striking and alarming.”

“Well, remember the government has on at least two occasions decided to just obliterate this town from the sky rather than deal with it.”

“Yes, David, I was there for one of those. I wrote an entire book about it. Don’t take any significant action until I arrive.”

“I hear you. We, uh, have to go.”

I shut the laptop, turned to John and said, “We need to do it now, otherwise he’s gonna try to stop us. Where’s the Penetrator’s crystal hand?”

“You’re holding it.”

I opened my fingers and was shocked to find he was right.






14.5 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


I squinted down the barrel of John’s pistol and said, “Don’t point it at my face, I don’t think it needs to be that serious to work.”

We were shivering in my backyard next to the bathtub the previous owner had left out there. I was carrying Amy in her container, after having changed out the tissue that she’d pooped on. John was holding on to my wrist with one hand and pointing a gun at my eyeball with the other. Joy was watching us with both hands over her mouth like she was afraid of what was about to happen, but there was a little hint of a smile in her eyes, like she was certain that the impending disaster might also be hilarious.

The previous twenty minutes had featured two sleepy, cranky, desperate men trying to work through the logistics of a piece of technology and/ or jewelry from another universe. Finally, Joy had observed that Amy’s transporter had activated exactly as she was being shot with a shotgun, and that would have seemed like some amazing luck if not for the fact that this pattern had repeated several times during the Battle of John’s Kitchen. Joy abduced that, based on that experience, shooting at the user was almost certain to trigger the device. John and I had both dismissed this as a very illogical piece of design but, after rolling her eyes in a way I did not particularly like, Joy explained that it was probably an emergency feature. Meaning, if the crystal hand detected the user was about to absorb serious bodily damage, it would instantly fling them out of the universe like an eject button on a fighter jet. After our fiddling with the crystal hand made it clear that we were never going to figure out how to activate it in the standard way, we decided that we had to force the issue by holding onto the device while shooting ourselves.

“The problem,” I had said, “is that it is impossible to know if we’re right until we do it. Hell, even if we are right, who’s to say the hand still has battery, or that the Penetrator’s people haven’t finally logged it as lost and disconnected the signal?”

“Only one way to find out!” Joy had said with a little too much enthusiasm. “You guys hold hands, I’ll shoot you with ANTON.”

After some discussion, we eventually decided to go with John shooting at me with his dinky elbow pistol while we held onto each other. So now we were in the yard and John was trying to figure out where to shoot me in order to force the crystal travel hand to do its job. The sun had come out but was doing nothing to warm the air.

“The problem,” he said, after I directed him to not point the gun at my precious, fragile eyeballs, “is if I aim for a grazing blow to the thigh, I don’t know if it would consider that an emergency enough to warrant an activation. I mean, you wouldn’t want a car’s airbag to deploy every time you ran over a cat. I think we just have to have faith that it’s gonna work.”

“Fine. Just, I don’t know. Aim for my chest, I guess.”

“Ready?”






1,442 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


“No.”

What hit me instead of the bullet was heat. My skin prickled with sweat under my coat. A breeze blew ashes into my face. I squinted and tried to look for enemies but found none, though visibility was dogshit here for multiple reasons and at least half the bad guys could cloak themselves, so I don’t know why I even bothered. John started coughing next to me and tied a bandanna around his mouth. The sun overhead was orange, like the heat lamps restaurants use to make your plate too hot to touch.

“This isn’t the same spot,” John said. “From when we were here with LeSabre. It had different dunes.”

We were, in fact, surrounded by said dunes, part of the reason I couldn’t see far into the distance in any direction.

“Well, it wouldn’t be the same spot, right? You zapped out of your kitchen, we left from my yard a couple miles away.”

“You think geography is one-to-one between here and there? If so, I think there’s one spot we wanna avoid.”

“Where’s that?”

“Wherever the Spirit Nothing parking lot would be. I think it would be, uh, four miles that direction?”

“But why would we want to— Oh, I get it. Because that’s where the Penetrator jumped over from. Where he keeps his limbs.” I kicked at the ash and sighed. “This place sucks ass. What a dogshit universe.”

“You’re judging this whole universe by this one spot where we happen to be standing?”

“My man, I suspect we’ll find a lot worse once we go exploring.”

“Now, you don’t know that. Maybe once we get to a vantage point, we’ll find a bunch of tall hot dudes playing volleyball on the beach like Top Gun. Everybody smiling and oiling themselves up and celebrating the fact that the only two shitheads in their universe finally left.”

I peeled off my coat, now realizing I was going to have to carry the freaking thing the whole time. I covered Amy’s tub with it, thinking maybe it would keep the sun off her. John, meanwhile, was peeling off his flannel shirts one by one, wrapping two around his waist and tying another on his head to protect the back of his neck.

John studied the nearest, most climbable dune. “Think we can get up that?”

He didn’t wait for me to answer before trudging up the dune because it was either climb or go home; it was mounds on all sides. We had packed light, mainly because we’d had no idea what to bring. We each had granola bars in our pockets and were carrying the largest insulated water bottles we could find. I had the shotpistol down the back of my pants, John had his sleeve gun. We didn’t bring any camping gear because John couldn’t find his backpack and had finally remembered that he had loaned it to his last girlfriend before she went into the federal witness protection program.

I climbed up after him, my shoes sinking to the ankles, every step requiring the exertion of twenty steps taken on flat ground. John reached the top before I did and, once he was up there and had an elevated view, froze. I was still several feet below him, struggling to get up, hanging on to the Amy lizard’s tub and trying not to drop it.

I said, “What is it?” in between gasps of acrid, ashy air.

He didn’t answer. He was so still that I’d assumed he’d encountered the barrel of a strange gun held by a hostile enemy, or a whole battalion of them, though he wasn’t raising his hands in surrender. Just staring, silent and unmoving.

I climbed and scrambled and almost fell several times before reaching the top of the dune. When I arrived, I found John staring at seemingly nothing at all, just a bleak horizon rippling behind the heat.

He said, “Do you see it?”

“No, what is it?”

“Try your phone.”

He was telling me to look at whatever it was through my phone camera, implying the thing was cloaked. I dug out the phone and was about to ask where I should be pointing it, assuming there was a platoon of cloaked dudes out there somewhere. But as soon as I put it in front of my face, I found myself unable to speak.

There was a building in the distance so massive that it didn’t make sense, it was eating up too much of the horizon. It was a tower with striations of crimson and pink, like the whole thing was made of exposed muscle that twisted up into the sky, vanishing into the haze.

John said, “It looks like an impossibly huge skyscraper made entirely of meat. Last time I was here, I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it. Could feel myself not wanting to look at it. I guess I see why Detective Justice didn’t mention it.”

I lowered the phone and, with enough concentration, made myself see it with my naked eyes. This wasn’t whatever holographic tech the Penetroopers were using to hide themselves from view. There was something about the structure that repelled the gaze on a gut level, the way you instinctively avoid eye contact on an elevator. When I forced myself to look, I had a sudden inexplicable urge to instead imagine the sky behind the tower and an intense desire to picture what the landscape in its footprint would have looked like if left undisturbed. As soon as I allowed myself to let the tower blur from view, I felt an intense wave of relief, like I had awoken from a nightmare.

I said, “I envy all the normal people who can’t see that shit at all.”

I blinked and made myself look away. There were no other structures visible in any direction, even when viewed through the phone. Though the wind was kicking up enough ash that nothing would be visible unless it was also an unholy monstrosity with a height measured in miles.

I sighed. “All right, let’s do it,” and skidded my way down the other side of the dune, taking my first steps toward the Meat Tower.

“Are we sure this is where we wanna go?” asked John from behind me, descending the hill only about 10 percent more gracefully than I had. “Are there even people over there?”

“Look at the base. Looks like a building to me.”

Where the red fleshy tower met the horizon was a pale band that was dotted with what I was fairly sure were windows.

“You sure we can make it?” he asked. “How far away is it?”

“I dunno. Few miles. We’ve got water.”

“A few miles is gonna be a long damn way to go in this stuff. It’s like walking through snow, but worse. When you step all the way down it’s, like, slick or something. Slimy. And weirdly lumpy?”

“You can wait here if you want.”

I checked in on Amy inside her tub. She seemed calm and content. I guess this environment would probably be friendlier to a reptile than the cold.

“What’s the plan when we get down there?” asked John, because he knew better than to simply ask a second time if I was sure we could make it.

“Find a door and knock on it. Whoever answers, I put the gun to their head and say, ‘Take me to the guy who turns people into lizards and back.’ I see a dark spot near the middle of the base, maybe it’s a door.”

“But how do we even know this”—he waved at the tower—“thing belongs to LeSabre’s side?”

“I don’t know, it seems to match his aesthetic. The Penetroopers are about tech and the LeSabres are all about flesh. They’d have the Meat Tower.”

“Do you think we’ll meat some resistance between here and there?”

I knew in my heart of hearts that he had spelled it with an “A” but I was in no mood to acknowledge it. I just walked and I think John asked me something else, but I ignored him. I was only born with one natural talent (unless you consider hiding your feelings in a swarm of shitty jokes to be a talent, in which case I have two), which is that I can buckle down to a task and just disassociate until it’s done. Some call it a “flow state” but to me it’s just getting down to business, the way a horse probably feels when pulling a plow.

I marched toward the tower, squinted against the ash, and turned off my brain.






BOOK II







EXCERPT FROM DARK INTELLIGENCES, BY DR. ALBERT MARCONI


I am often asked about the origins of my strange belief system involving dark energies that lurk beyond our reality and seek to manipulate human events. I would have to say that it all started with the time I first laid eyes on a lake of writhing, carnivorous worms.

In my youth, I met a lovely young woman who was pursuing a degree in psychology. Over dinner, she confided in me that her father worked in a “worm factory” and, after I had expressed some skepticism, insisted on showing it to me. These are, of course, the kind of invitations that hormones and socialization will not allow a young man to refuse. We were in Texas, close enough to the border that a trip to Mexico would have required nothing more than a leisurely stroll and a swim across the Rio Grande. My lovely guide drove me to an unassuming building in the middle of nowhere which revealed itself to be a vast, hot, stinking facility into which heaps of meat scraps were being carted from a truck. The meat, she explained, would be fed to a writhing lake of “screwworms.”

“They haul in a hundred tons of flesh a week,” she said, as we observed the operation from the parking lot, “from every beast they can get their hands on: rats, horses, whales. Then ten thousand gallons of blood on top of that. It’s all to feed the maggots. Two hundred million of them, every week. I’ll show you.”

She led me inside, where we were quickly stopped by a huge, round man who engaged her in a quick conversation in Spanish, a language that, prior to that moment, I had no idea she spoke. The man nodded at me and said, “Cinco minutos.” My friend then showed me a breeding operation that, to this day, is what comes to mind when I envision Hell.

What are colloquially known as screwworms are actually the carnivorous larvae of C. hominivorax, a fly infamous for alighting on any open wound to be found on cattle or deer. There, it lays eggs that become larvae which then drill down into the flesh, eating away until the animal is walking around with large cavities in its musculature deep enough to expose the white of bone. And yes, my macabre reader, these maggots are not above chewing at the flesh of human beings (a nightmarish outbreak at a South American penal colony gave C. hominivorax its name; it translates literally to “man-eater”). The breeding operation I observed in Mission, Texas, where waves of maggots rippled across vats of putrid flesh, was not the work of a deranged fly-themed supervillain, but rather part of a government program intended to eradicate the pest. The flies grown in that infernal factory were sterile males and their release would disrupt the breeding cycle of the entire species. Over the decades, the program would successfully eliminate the flies from Texas and then Mexico, pushing the battle lines south (the factory was later moved to Panama, the current front in the war against the screwworm).

This experience from my youth was the first time I considered the idea that the “cosmic horror” that had so entranced me as fiction may, in fact, have a basis in reality, and not just in the sense that the whole genre seems to have at least partially been birthed from H. P. Lovecraft’s neurotic tangle of prejudices and phobias. The breeding of a lesser being to serve the purposes of a higher is a horror that would be incomprehensible to the organism being bred. It would experience its entire life cycle as the puppet of an entity with inscrutable motives, its brain incapable of understanding the machinations that brought it to life. Not that I imagined the worms as suffering; what I regarded as a scenario out of the work of Dante (or, perhaps, Clive Barker) was a heaven for the maggots. If, I theorized, there exist beings that function on a level as far above humans as humans function above the maggots, we would likely find it impossible to perceive those beings directly. We would only experience how their desires play out in the urges hardwired into our physiology.

“It’s like the turnspit dog,” said my friend over dinner later that evening. I was only drinking, as I had lost my appetite; she ravenously tore into a plate of barbecue. “What are the ethics of breeding a slave that enjoys the work?”

“I must admit that I do not know what a turnspit dog is,” I remember replying. It would not be the last time I would find myself lost in a conversation with that particular friend.

“Centuries ago,” she explained, “every proper kitchen in Great Britain had a roasting spit to rotate meat over the fire. This was before electricity, right, so to save some poor bastard from having to turn a crank for hours, Canis vertigus was bred. A little dog of just the right size, shape, and temperament to run on a wooden wheel for hours at a time, turning the spit. They’re extinct now. The name is Latin for ‘dizzy dog,’ you can look it up if you think I’m screwing with you. So would you pity such an animal, doomed to a life of such monotonous labor, even though its breeding programmed it to love it? It was probably literally addicted to the feeling of the wheel under its paws. And, of course, it lacked the mental capacity to ponder whether or not its existence was a sort of monstrous betrayal. Not that humans aren’t in the exact same dilemma.”

“That’s a rather dim view of humanity,” I’d said, peering at her over my beer. “You believe that, to some superior entity out there, we are nothing more than impotent larvae and kitchen dogs?”

“Would we even know if we were? There have been documented examples of twins who were separated at birth who each separately chose the same careers, enjoyed identical hobbies, even gave their pets the same name. Each of those choices was made with the assumption they were the result of their own unfettered free will, basking in that universal human belief that of all the creatures in creation, we alone serve as our own puppeteers. If some superior intelligence were able to breed humans in service of its own unfathomable agenda, it wouldn’t need to rule us via threats or divine demonstrations, just cultivate in our genes a rapturous joy that occurs when we take whatever actions serve its needs. And remember, part of this genetic blueprint would be an utter inability to detect this manipulation, or any desire to even look for it.”

She stopped to flag down a member of the waitstaff and request an additional stack of napkins.

“There is a flaw in your thinking,” I replied, as she struggled to remove sauce from her fingers. “Humans, even those twins in your example, do have the ability to analyze their place in the world. We evolved conscious thought, we can self-reflect. You and I are doing it right now!”

“Unless our consciousness itself serves the purpose of the puppet master,” she replied. “Not suggesting that one exists, I’m just saying.”

“What purpose, in this hypothetical, do you think we’d be serving?”

She shrugged, digging coleslaw from a dish with a sauce-stained plastic fork. “Who knows. Imagine asking that question to Nepenthes hemsleyana. Do you know what that is?”

“I believe it is a plant.”

“Yes, in Borneo. It evolved into the shape of a cup, perfect for reflecting the echolocation of bats. The lip of the cup has evolved to be an ideal perch for the bats’ feet. See, the plant depends on the nutrients from the bats’ guano, and the beautiful, invisible hand of natural selection has sculpted it into a welcoming receptacle. So ask yourself: If this plant were suddenly imbued with a consciousness capable of ruminating on its place in the universe, would it believe in a creator? And if so, would it ever understand why that creator designated it to be a literal living toilet?”






1,437 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



John

Fatigue burned and slowed John’s legs, as if he were wading through a lagoon of hot queso dip. Time passed at the speed of an acclaimed French film about ennui. He had one swallow of water left in his bottle and knew Dave was low as well, though he wouldn’t admit it.

The strange sun moved in the sky in the same way it did back home, though the quality of its light was that of an oncoming motorcycle headlight viewed through a dusty windshield. The tower grew on the horizon but only when viewed with some concentration. The moment John relaxed his eyes, it twisted itself out of sight again. Oddly enough, if he stared at it continuously, he could sense it adjusting in response, trying to fade itself from view like a camouflaged man wriggling behind cover. As if it knew it was being perceived and didn’t like it one bit.

John occupied his mind by trying to estimate where exactly they would be positioned back in their own world. At this point, they would probably be close to Monk’s Survival Supplies and Gun Range, or the preschool located next door. He could not even venture a guess as to what landscape lay below the layer of ash of this world, be it rock, prairie, or the weed-cracked pavement of the streets and parking lots back home. They were trudging through what could only be the byproduct of incomprehensible cataclysm, a volcano or meteor or, worst of all, the kind of weapons of mass destruction conjured into existence by men who apply all their imagination and cunning to figuring out how to ruin a whole bunch of things at once.

“Getting tired,” muttered John through his bandanna.

“Then walk tired,” muttered Dave.

“You’re bleedin’,” said John. A red stain was forming above Dave’s hip, at about the spot where you’d get bit by a dwarf.

He didn’t even look down at it. “It’s fine, this is an old shirt.”

“We should stop, rest a minute.”

“Go ahead. You’ll just have to walk faster to catch up with me though.”

John took a moment to adjust his strategy, then said, “I bet Amy needs some water, she hasn’t had any since we got here.”

And with that, Dave did stop and inspected the plastic tub. The lizard in there was agitated now, scrambling around, scratching at the walls. Dave sat and positioned the tub in front of him, carefully tilting it in the ash. He then opened the lid and poured a little water in from his bottle, so that it would gather in the low spot. John sat across from him and they both watched the lizard daintily lick the puddle.

Then the lizard stopped and abruptly jumped up onto Dave’s lap. He went to touch it and the lizard snapped at his fingers.

“Whoa!” said Dave. “Are you hungry? This isn’t a great time.”

John was about to ask what in the world you feed such a creature, but then Dave lifted up his shirt to reveal a sloppily applied bandage on his side that had soaked through at the center. He winced and hissed as he pulled the bandage off, revealing a wound in the flesh the size of a thumb. He then picked up the lizard and held it to that spot and sucked in a painful breath as the reptile ripped free a tiny chunk of skin and fat.

“It’s the only thing she’ll eat,” said Dave, once he noticed John’s look of horror. “I tried everything else. I think they did that on purpose, when they did this to her. So I would have to choose between this and letting her starve. Dumb fucks apparently didn’t realize that was no dilemma at all.”

John wiped ash from his eyes, pried open his sticky mouth, and said, “You think in that state—being a lizard, I mean—that she just doesn’t know what she’s doing? In her right mind, she’d let herself die of hunger before feeding off you.”

“Well, she’s not in her right mind, she’s in a reptile mind. What do you expect?”

When you’ve been friends with someone long enough and on a deep enough level, you can have entire conversations without having them. So John watched the Amy lizard chew on Dave and said nothing, then said more nothing. A monologue of nothing continued for at least two minutes, during which he made no sounds but sensed Dave was perceiving every word he wasn’t saying, which is that if there was nothing of Amy’s body or mind in that lizard, then in what sense was it still her? And how could the process that resulted in this creature possibly be reversed? It was like melting down an entire car to create a shoddy Matchbox version you could hold in your palm, then trying to turn it back into a full-sized working automobile using only the materials in the toy. Dave’s reply, which he did not have to verbalize, was that this lizard could certainly perceive in its simple mind whether or not it was fed and safe and content and could thus, on some reptilian level, perceive that it was cared for, that it was loved. And that if Amy remained in this state for the rest of her life then she would remain loved during that time, and that was that.

Dave put her back in the tub, clumsily tried to reapply the gauze (the adhesive was not sticking to the ash that now coated every inch of him) and said, “Let’s go.”



As soon as John had heard about the bizarre scientific phenomenon known as “carcinization,” he knew it would be important to his life one day. Carcinization is the tendency of everything to evolve into a crab. At least five different species have independently evolved to have the crab design, meaning one or all of the following must be true:


	That the crab is the perfect thing for a living creature to be;

	God exists and has a hard-on for crabs;

	God exists and is himself a crab.



So John wasn’t surprised when the first being they encountered in their trek through the hot, ashy, fast-forward dimension was, in fact, a giant crab.

Prior to running into said crab, John’s body had just about run out of gas. The distance wasn’t the problem, a trip of this length on a sunny day across lawns and sidewalks would maybe leave a blister on your toe if you had the wrong shoes. Not even the heat was that bad, it would have been perfect if they were lazing on a beach in Speedos. No, the proverbial dick in the chocolate fountain was the ash. It had coated every hole in John’s body and he didn’t have anything to rinse out his mouth or eyes or to hose out his lungs. He’d been walking with the knowledge that he had that single swallow of water in his bottle that he’d been saving for when things got really desperate. But after scaling and then skidding down one particularly prickish dune, his willpower had relented and he decided to take that final drink, only to realize that he must have already made that decision earlier, because the bottle was dry.

John knew that, scientifically, there was little chance of dying of thirst in the remaining mile or so to the red fleshy tower, but he was surely going to be in some state of discomfort and fatigue when they faced whatever waited for them there. He had watched the tower grow behind the swirling ash and wondered if there wasn’t a spigot on the exterior that they could sneak off to before finding a door. Every building had one of those, right, so they can hose off their driveway and water their plants? Clinging to that hope, he had trudged on, Dave marching just ahead with his quiet, checked-out determination. And it was then, right when John was least in the mood to have it happen, that they ran into the giant crab.

It was the size of an M1 Abrams tank with pincers big enough to snip a Clydesdale in half. John assumed he and Dave would not put up enough of a fight to even make for an inconvenient meal for the creature, but the crab was either asleep, dead, or just very depressed. They cautiously approached and John then noted a charred hole in its skull. Dave tried to make a little quip about this—something about wishing he had a kiddie pool of melted butter—but broke down into a hacking cough halfway through. Meanwhile, John scanned the landscape for whatever bigger, badder entity had found this monstrosity to be easy prey. In doing so, he spotted about twenty feet away the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen: a canteen, one with the cap still on, in good condition. That meant there was a pretty good chance it contained clean, drinkable, fabulous water.

The canteen was attached to the hip of a dead soldier who’d had both legs torn off. John made his way over to find the corpse wore a version of the armor worn by the last guys from here they’d run into, including the one bisected by LeSabre in his teleporter accident. It was made of hexagonal iridescent scales and had clearly been at least partially designed with aesthetics in mind. The pads were built up around the chest and shoulders and it even had ridges at the abdomen, as if to suggest a six-pack. The helmet revealed the Penetrooper’s whole face behind the glass and did it in a way that was somehow flattering. This was equipment that had been worked on by artists and fashionistas from the same culture that had turned Jumbo’s body into a sputtering horror and for some reason, that fact gave John a very heavy feeling deep in his gut. Still, a bottle was a bottle and the container on the Penetrooper’s belt was connected to a tube that disappeared into the armor and presumably reemerged somewhere in the proximity of the dude’s mouth. John figured out how to work it free and found it was a quarter full. He took the first drink to test it for safety before telling Dave.

He then held it up to show him, but Dave had already found another canteen, attached to another body, then John shifted his gaze to realize they had their pick of them. Thousands of canteens, attached to thousands of broken corpses stretching out into the horizon, all in the process of being snowed under by the ash. Scattered among them were large, misshapen lumps: dead crabs, broken vehicles, structures like pillboxes that had been cracked open like eggs.

Dave drank a dead man’s water and splashed some in his eyes, then nodded at the corpses. “Look at all these assholes.”

He kicked at the nearest corpse and some rodents skittered off into the dust. Whatever was feeding on the dead in this place was eating well indeed.

“So all these guys were trying to take that giant meat shaft building and got killed by these enormous crab monsters in the process?” asked John.

“Probably, it’s exactly the type of nonsense I’d expect from a bullshit universe like this. Looks like it’s been going on a while, too. Some of these bodies look ancient and some look like they fell last week. You know those dunes aren’t all ash, right?”

John scanned said dunes. “I mean, I assumed they became regular dirt at some point.”

“It’s mounds of bodies. Or bones. You’ve seen those white pebble-looking things scattered in the ash? I finally noticed they were finger bones and wristbones and all those other little bones from the little bone parts of the body. If you kick away enough of the ash, you just find skeletons stacked on top of skeletons, compacted to a solid mass. We’ve been stepping over them.”

“You think the enormous crabs guard the gigantic meat shaft?”

“I don’t know, man, I have access to the exact same information you do. I wonder if these soldiers even knew what they were attacking. I mean, they probably can’t see it, right? Probably don’t even know what they died for. Idiots.”

He turned his attention to the plastic tub, where Lizard Amy was going nuts again, thrashing and chewing at the sides.

“What’s wrong?” asked Dave to a creature that, even if it could hear and understand him, couldn’t respond. “I think she wants to eat,” he said to John. “This guy is pretty fresh, I guess she can smell it or something.”

“Are you gonna let her?”

“I dunno. Do you think she’ll remember any of this once she’s switched back? I could see her having nightmares about eating a corpse.”

“I think,” said John, staring off at the setting heat lamp sun, “she would feel less weird about eating a dead stranger than having eaten part of you.”

Dave let the lizard out and it took off like a shot, zipping through the dust and hopping up onto the nearest dead Penetrooper’s shoulder. It found a gap in the armor and quickly and efficiently tore through several layers of rugged fabric. It then ripped out a pink chunk of the meat encased within and chewed it with unbridled enthusiasm.

“Okay,” said Dave. “We need to go.”

He reached for the lizard and it snapped at him.

John cleared his throat and what he wanted to say was that in Amy’s current reptile body, there was probably no life Dave could provide that would grant the same level of contentment as she would enjoy if released here, to bask in the heat and munch on mountains of delicious fresh meat. To make her live in his house and chew on his flesh would be sentencing her to prison, barely having her basic needs met in a place full of strange primates that could never provide anything like real comfort.

Instead, John said, “I wonder if any of these dudes owned Camaros.”

Dave had to fight to get the thrashing lizard back into the tub, but he did it, taking several bites to his already-wounded hand in the process.

He stood. “Let’s go.”

“You think we should loot some weapons from these corpses?” John kicked at a device that was still clutched tightly by a dead hand. “I can’t really see how it works but, you know, if hands and bodies are the same then the principle will be the same: Press a button here and pain happens over there.”

Dave pulled another canteen off a dead man and said, “You can if you want. It’s not like it did any of these guys any good.”



The good news was that they arrived at the shadow of the Meat Tower without having been attacked by giant crabs or anything else. The bad news was that distance, ash, and its strange cloaking techniques had previously prevented them from seeing the full details of the structure, which John felt had not been designed with the intention of making visitors feel welcome. They were close enough now that it had all but given up trying to hide itself and the monstrosity filled the world ahead of them.

The base part that had been barely visible from their previous vantage point was hundreds of feet tall and John estimated that the width was roughly that of their entire hometown. It was covered in thorns and spikes that loomed overhead and seemed designed to prevent the walls from being scaled. One could have mistaken the building material for some kind of pale stone but John thought it was actually bone, that the whole thing had been … grown, somehow. In one spot where a tusk had been broken off, fibers had threaded their way out, as if in the process of healing itself. None of those features were really what drew the eye, though, because up from the center of the bony base structure rose the shaft of what really did look like taut, exposed muscle, like the peeled thigh of a god. Up close, two things were clear:


	The shaft was rising, as if slowly growing up out of the base and

	it was screaming.



The upward movement was slow, you had to stare to notice it, but it was steadily rising and had penetrated so far into the sky that the top vanished into the haze. The sheer scale of it gave John a weird feeling in his stomach, like when you reach the bottom of the stairs and realize there’s one more step than you thought. The screaming was distant, like the crowd at a high school football game heard while drunk in a friend’s basement two blocks away. John thought he could sense wriggling movement on the surface of the shaft, thrashing limbs and miserable bobbing heads, as if bodies were being absorbed into the tower’s fleshy mass like flies sinking into a pot of chili.

Dave looked the structure up and down and said, “Looks like trash. A garbage building made by assholes.”

“What do you think it’s for? This thing doesn’t look like it was zoned for business or residential.”

“It’s a temple,” said Dave, as if it were obvious. “Designed to send one message to everybody who sees or hears about it: ‘Look at the crazy shit our god can make us do.’”

“The fact that it’s moving,” said John, “tells me it may be a living thing. Or a machine.”

“No reason it can’t be all three.”

John actually thought he saw treetops and greenery protruding from the top of the base, as if they’d planted a forest at the bottom of the meat shaft, or just installed some landscaping around the edge.

He surveyed their immediate surroundings. He had noted—to himself, not out loud—that the dead soldiers had seemed to get fresher as they approached the tower, as if the advancing armies were getting closer and closer with each attempt, marching over the topography of previous waves, layers of bodies marking their progress like rings in a tree. He also noted he and Dave had been heading downhill as they made their final approach to the structure, as if descending to bare earth. That is, they were reaching the point beyond which these armies had been allowed to advance. It was an abrupt stop, a clean line beyond which not even a single corpse hand had flopped. They were just on the outside of it and John wondered if upon reaching that spot they would find an invisible force field, or mines, or a tractor beam that would snatch them off the ground and suck them into the meat tower.

“Well,” said Dave, “there’s the door.”

Even here, John wasn’t certain if the massive, dark circle at ground level that they’d been angling toward for the last several hours was actually a door. It looked like it could also be a mouth or the barrel of a cannon that fired projectiles the size of yachts. Whatever it was, Dave went striding toward it, the Amy lizard in his hand, looking like he was determined to ruin somebody’s day.

“Are we sure that’s not impassible?” said John as Dave stomped toward the spot where the bodies ended and bare earth began, scavenging rodents scurrying in his wake.

“Only one way to find out,” said Dave and he stepped off the final corpse and John thought that maybe there was something strange about the air in that spot, a shimmering ripple. But whatever it was, Dave passed right through it unmolested and, a moment later, so did John. He sensed a change in the air and he realized it was cleaner, that not even the ash could pass through to the patch of land on which they were now walking, unimpeded.

“Assuming somebody is home,” said John, catching up, “why would they treat us any different than the millions of dudes we’ve stepped over to get here?”

“Because they were an army and we’re visitors. And not just any visitors, we’re VIPs.”

“We are?”

“LeSabre came looking specifically for us. He knew who we were. I’m betting somebody in there knows us, too. Somebody important, who probably looks just like Jumbo.”

They made their way to the enormous possible-door to find it was engraved with the image of a giant reptilian eyeball. It seemed to be made of some kind of slick stone and didn’t look like it had been opened in a hundred years. There was no knob or handle or even a little slot where a guard’s eyes could appear and ask, Who goes there?

Dave slapped at the eye and said, “Open up, it’s Dave and John. And Amy. The man you sent to find us is in pieces and we need to talk to whoever in there turns lizards back into women.”

Nothing happened. Above them, screams droned down from the meat pillar as it grew and grew into the orange haze above. Dave banged on the door again and now there was noise, not from inside, but from behind them. With it came a vibration through the ground that really did seem like what you’d expect from a stampede of giant crab legs.

The door continued to not open. There was a rustling around their feet, unseen creatures kicking up dust. John thought the hordes of rodents were scurrying away from where they’d been feasting on the bodies behind them, fleeing whatever larger threat was rumbling their way. And now Dave was kicking the door and shouting, blind with rage. Then Dave got distracted by the skittering and undulating shapes at his feet. Then John looked down as well and a part of him—the worst part—wanted to laugh.

The scurrying creatures fleeing the mountain of corpses were not, in fact, rats. They were lizards, just like the one Dave was carrying in his plastic tub. Exactly like it. They had the same poof of red spikes on their heads and the same dark rims around their green eyes. And there were thousands of them. Dave was staring down at the scrambling horde, clearly having the same thought as John, that one of these must have just randomly come through while the Penetrator was zapping in and out of BeBu. Maybe it had been clinging to the detective’s shoe when she made the trip herself.

Without a word, Dave opened the tub and let his captive lizard out to join its comrades. Several of them came to sniff it and they kind of hopped around each other and John imagined their lizard trying to convey what to the others must have been a truly crazy story. Then they all went off and vanished into the dust. Dave didn’t watch them go, he just stared at the patch of dirt between his shoes and he didn’t need to voice what was running through his mind, that they were now back to zero with Amy. If she had been here that whole time then, well, it would have been very long indeed and she hadn’t come with water, or a weapon, or her migraine meds. Then Dave fell to his knees, not because he was being dramatic, but because the exhaustion he’d kept at bay by simply refusing to acknowledge it finally hit him all at once. Not just the physical fatigue but the singular sensation that comes with realizing that you’ve been deluding yourself, that the war you thought you were fighting was actually over long ago.

John turned to see what was cresting Corpse Mountain and what emerged from the kicked-up ash was a phalanx of the giant crabs, moving faster than he’d have ever thought possible, pincers raised and snipping at the air. He reached over and grabbed Dave’s arm because there was nothing else to do, either it would work or it wouldn’t. Then he felt a push of air from a rapidly approaching mass and

REEK!

Bitter cold blasted the beads of sweat on his face.

He was standing on somebody’s front lawn, Dave next to him, still on his knees. The snow around them had been trampled by many footprints. John tried to get his bearings and found that in the exact spot where the giant door of the meat shaft temple had been was the front door of a redbrick house. At the base of the door was a welcome mat bearing the words, COME BACK WITH A WARRANT.

Then the door opened, as if someone inside had heard the shrill noise of their arrival. It was Bridgette, Jumbo’s … well, whatever you call a widow when they weren’t anything close to married. She stood there like she was waiting for them to say what they’d come for. Instead, John and Dave just stared, the silent understanding passing between them that in the exact spot where in that other world was the entrance to the horrific temple of meat and bone, sat Jumbo’s house.







1,436 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Amy

Amy, who was not and never had been a lizard, felt her heart sink when the little slot at the base of her cell door opened and she saw what had been pushed through it.

She was in the windowless room that had been her home for an amount of time she’d tracked with inky purple smears on the baseboard under her bed. Aside from said bed, the only other furnishings were a writing desk and the Torture Device. The cell door had a steel handle and opened with a keypad. The door code was 0–5–6–7–7–6–5–0 but she wasn’t supposed to know that. At the bottom was a slot for a food tray to be slid in at floor level and when Amy saw today’s dinner, she launched herself in that direction, scooted the tray aside, and lay so that she could put her face in the slot.

She lifted the flap and said, “Excuse me! Hey! Are you still there?”

She heard footsteps in the hall outside, then a female voice said, “Yes?”

“Are they out of the cobbler?” asked Amy.

“Tomorrow is cobbler day. Today is banana bread.”

“Ah. I was looking forward to the cobbler all day. I get my days mixed up in here, no window and all that. I don’t like the banana bread.”

A sigh. “Nobody does. It’s so dry.”

“Where I’m from, we put a bunch of Cool Whip on it.”

“I’m not familiar. There might be some of last week’s cobbler in the freezer.”

“No, that’s okay. I don’t want to make a big thing out of it.”

The person in the hall was a member of the staff. Her name was Bell, though Amy wasn’t supposed to know that, either. She’d heard someone else call her that and believed it was a surname because this was a military installation and using last names was probably the practice in all such facilities, wherever you found them.

“Don’t tell anyone I told you this,” said Bell, “but you may be getting a visitor today.”

Amy said, “Again?”

Her stay here had begun with an endless string of visitors: doctors, scientists, journalists, and interrogators who probably worked for whatever these people called their CIA.

“A special visitor,” clarified/teased Bell.

“Is it the president? Your president?”

“You’re trying to get me in trouble, missy! Eat your dinner.”

Amy took said dinner to her bed, squares of food on a metal tray and a flimsy plastic spork that she wouldn’t be able to use as a weapon with any amount of modification. If nothing else had clued her in that this was a military base, the food would have sealed it. A square of cornbread, a cube of some kind of sticky rice dish, a rectangle of a spicy fish casserole thing. Food cooked in slabs in an institutional kitchen in big steam trays, then sliced up and served in a cafeteria. Lots of stuff made out of instant powders, not a fresh leafy green in sight. Calorie-dense, made from ingredients that could be transported and then stored indefinitely, just enough flavor and variety to keep you from going crazy. And, once a week, a blackberry cobbler for dessert that was the closest thing to a homemade dish that could be found in this place.

When the naked man at the BeBu warehouse had aimed his gun at Amy with a look on his face like he very much intended to kill her, she’d squeezed the glass hand Justice had taken off him and instantly found herself standing under a warm, orange sky. She’d thought she was on an alien planet or maybe the earth in some distant, horrible future. The ash that covered everything could only be the aftermath of a cataclysm, miles of landscape that had burned for weeks or months or years, the kind of disaster that changes the climate. She’d examined her own body to confirm that she hadn’t been blown in half by the Penetrator’s shotgun, at which point a series of realizations hit her with increasing urgency:


	She was now in a parallel universe;

	This was presumably where Jumbo Kennelworth had been taken to be tortured, which meant she was in danger of the same;

	She was no longer holding the device that had seemingly brought her there;

	Something enormous was in the sky and coming her way.



She’d known from the sound that it wasn’t a helicopter, as she’d actually heard more helicopters directly overhead than most people and their rotors had a distinct way of pummeling the ears. She’d resisted the urge to run (where would she go?), squinting against the ash blowing in her face as the thing overhead blotted out the sky. Soon she was surrounded by gleaming armored soldiers in the swirling dust, all of them yelling commands at her. Amy had turned, raised her arms and gotten on her knees, assuming that even the inhabitants of this strange place would know how to interpret that.

One soldier approached and raised their face mask. It was a woman, one who seemed very confused by what she was seeing.

Amy had yelled, “Don’t do that! I need to be quarantined! I’m from another world and you’ll have no immunity to what I brought with me.”

The female soldier had understood her—the first time Amy realized they spoke English here—and closed her helmet and took a step back. Other soldiers came and searched Amy. They found her iPhone in her pocket and made her unlock it for them. They were curious about it, but not dazzled, like they were seeing something antiquated to the point it was mildly amusing. They reacted much more strongly to the pale communication beetle in her coat pocket, the one LeSabre had left. A soldier chucked it into the distance with disgust (Amy figured it could probably be used by the enemy to pinpoint their location) and she found herself feeling bad for it, and hoped someone would come collect it.

The soldiers then had an animated discussion and made Amy sit in the ash for nearly an hour before finally summoning a wheeled vehicle. Then they’d put a backward helmet on her to block her vision and guided her inside. She’d had the thought that if LeSabre had told the truth, the time she’d been here would have been only thirty or forty seconds back home, that if she could convince these people to release her relatively soon, she could be back at the warehouse in time to intervene in a situation that had seemed fairly hopeless when she’d left.

That had been, in this world’s time, nearly nine blackberry cobblers ago.



Amy hadn’t gotten a look at the exterior of the facility when they’d first brought her in. She’d ridden blind for an hour in a big, rumbling vehicle meant to hold dozens of people before she was unloaded, backward helmet still on, into a space that she thought was a large garage due to its oily smells and distant noises of clinking metal and muttering voices. She was then guided down two flights of stairs and had come to believe the whole facility was underground. Her arrival had caused quite a stir, judging from the chatter in every room she was taken through, voices arguing about decontamination and procedure and barking about locating a person named Bell. Then the helmet was roughly taken off and she found herself in a white room with a drain in the floor and nozzles on every surface. The person who’d taken off her helmet was a man in a hazmat space suit. He’d told her to take off all her clothes and she’d refused. They’d stared each other down for half a minute before the man left and was replaced by a pale, middle-aged woman, also in a space suit.

“Hello there,” said the woman, forcing a smile. “I know you must be very frightened. Can you understand what I’m saying?”

Amy said, “Yes. Do you know where I came from?”

“Yes, but we don’t know how you got here. We need to decontaminate you. We’ll give you new clothes. You can keep your eyeglasses on. But you need to get undressed and after that, a cold mist will come out of these nozzles. Keep your eyes closed, it will sting. Then I’ll come in and give you something to wear. Will you cooperate?”

“What would you do to me if I refuse?”

“Why would you refuse?”

“I’m not saying I will, I’m saying I want to know what you will do to me if I do.”

“It is not in our interest to hurt you.”

Amy thought that was an incredibly interesting way to phrase that.

“What’s your name?” asked Amy, mainly to see how she would answer.

“We are,” replied the woman, “trying to avoid contamination in either direction. Microbes, information—these can all be contaminants with unpredictable effects. We’re going to be clean and methodical to keep all of us safe. Do you understand?”

In the end, she’d gone along with it and they’d given her a baggy Day-Glo orange jumpsuit to put on, the undergarments including a kind of sports bra that was somehow the most comfortable thing she’d ever worn. Then she’d been blindfolded and taken to a small room. She’d been sat down, told to wait, and given a bottle of water. When she pulled off the blindfold, she’d just caught the back of a man closing the door on an office, not really an interrogation room. So maybe this facility was not used to dealing with prisoners and/or suspicious guests. The walls were painted a shade of green that was almost luminescent but not garish (she later decided the walls emanated mild broad-spectrum light to help the body produce vitamin D). On one wall, there was a painting of a quaint cabin by a stream, but the cabin was a dome covered in some kind of emerald plant matter, like it had been overgrown with algae. The desk wasn’t made of metal or wood, but some kind of compressed foam board. It was rigid, but she was able to scratch it with her fingernail. When she’d looked down at it a few minutes later, she found the scratch had healed itself. There was a vent in the ceiling pumping in air that smelled like a hospital. Heavily filtered, from whatever machinery was required to strain out the ash from outside. She studied the water bottle. The brand was called TRANQL and it had a tiny amount of lithium on the ingredient list. It said it was bottled in Montgomery, Alabama.

Then a man came into the room, then another man after him, then the woman who’d talked to her in the shower, then the first man again. They’d asked her the questions she expected (who she was, how she got there) plus a few oddball ones (were her eyeglasses the only way to mitigate myopia in her world, were the clothes she’d been wearing expensive, does her country have a good diplomatic relationship with Bangladesh). They’d kept asking about her missing hand because they seemed convinced that had to be relevant and she kept explaining that, no, that was unrelated. In general, she told them the truth and held very little back, she could see no reason not to. She told them she was investigating the torture and murder of a man in her world and explained how she had been accidentally transported away in the fracas. No, she did not know the fate of their man. She did not point out that, considering the time dilation, his fate was probably still very much up in the air.

The interrogation had taken a turn when she’d revealed that a guy from the enemy camp had turned up calling himself LeSabre, doing espionage or counterespionage, asking questions but offering nothing in the way of information. They asked her how the man had gotten into her world (she didn’t know), if he was still there (she didn’t know that, either), and if anyone or anything had come through with him before or since (same answer). They asked if she had been “bitten by anything” (not recently, no). They then repeated these questions what felt like five hundred times but at no point did they make threats or offer bribes. They clearly believed she was telling the truth and seemed mainly to be trying to glean information Amy might have learned without herself realizing it was relevant. Something about the situation in general was perplexing them but this strange redheaded visitor from another world did not have the answers.

She’d then asked them many questions of her own and they’d refused to answer any, about even the most inconsequential subjects. This did not surprise her. This was a military facility and logically there would be a lockdown on any information that could be of use to the bad guys, which was basically anything at all, from the number of inhabitants to the material the floors were made of. The mere existence of this facility might be crucial information to the other side. Still, she had asked if they had sent the Penetrator to her world, if he was a soldier, if they knew what he’d been sent to do. They gave her nothing, not even meaningful facial expressions. Then they’d taken her to a room with a bed and a door that unlocked with a keypad and she’d panicked a little, demanding to be released. Eventually, Bell was sent in to calm her down. Amy had demanded they tell her if David and John had made it out of the warehouse fight, as enough time seemed to have passed if she was doing the math right. Bell genuinely seemed to have no idea who she was talking about and Amy suspected that the people here were themselves waiting for an update. Bell had then brought her some food and promised to get Amy something to keep her entertained, since they wouldn’t return her phone. The next day, they’d brought in the Torture Device.

It was a padded, framed booth that would play videos, but only in exchange for exercise. It had a built-in treadmill and StairMaster, plus resistance bands for arm stuff. If you stopped moving or fell behind the pace, the screen went dark. Strangely, the videos were all old kids’ movies from her own world (she imagined them carefully screening any film that featured a prison break or anything that could unintentionally convey tips about how to subdue a guard). In the weeks that followed, she’d been given no updates on her loved ones but had watched Who Framed Roger Rabbit twenty-seven times (she hadn’t seen it since she was little and now marveled at how several sequences were shot in a pre-CGI era). They had slipped up in one regard, though: The version of Shrek on the machine’s menu was voiced by Bill Murray and shared almost no story beats from the one she’d known. It was done in a style like Claymation, but with a smoothness to the animation that made it seem hyperreal, like you could reach through the screen and touch it. The effect was oddly riveting but, more importantly, implied that her captors were not perfect, that their procedures were not without leaks.

Her shower only sprayed detergent mist—they clearly were conserving or recycling water here—and her toilet was one of those squat toilets like she’d seen in Japan, just a hole in the floor between two indentations for your feet. Neither promised any method of flooding the room or otherwise creating some kind of distraction to facilitate an escape. The room’s ventilation duct was not big enough to crawl through. If she ever got through her door, she knew the stairwell was twenty paces to the left—she’d counted when they’d brought her down—but it opened with another keypad and she doubted it used the same code. There was another such door in the other direction, farther down the hall. Nothing in the room could be turned into a weapon, or a chisel to dig a tunnel like in the movies.

In those first few weeks, back when she spent most of her time scheming ways to escape, they’d brought in experts from presumably all over their world, all asking the same questions, all seeming equally fascinated and nervous. At one point, they’d blindfolded her and taken her to be scanned in something like an MRI machine. They took samples of bodily fluids. They studied the stump where her hand had been removed years ago and the old surgery scar on her back where they had inserted the titanium rod into her spine after the car accident. Everyone was polite, especially the experts they brought in, who acted like they’d been given the chance to talk to an alien. Over and over they patiently explained that they’d lost contact with the man they’d sent over and had no idea what had happened to him in the few hours (in his time) since he’d gone dark.

Four cobblers into her stay, her migraine had returned and she’d complained loudly to Bell during dinner delivery, to see if they would take her to an infirmary that could possibly be of use in a future escape attempt (faking sick was the only other escape method she knew from films other than “digging a tunnel” and “hiding in a laundry cart”). Instead, the staff had a long discussion in the hallway and then Bell had come in and massaged the base of her skull with a motion like you’d use to smooth the bubbles out of a sticker. They’d told her not to reach back and mess with whatever they’d applied and, within hours, the migraines were gone and had never returned. She spent much of the following month on the Torture Device, telling herself she was training for her escape, visualizing being chased by guards and having to crawl under barbed wire.

And then, nine days ago, the visitors had dried up.

That is when Amy had truly started to panic.

She very much got the sense that they didn’t know what to do with her, that maybe they were waiting to see how things played out in her own world before making that decision. But things back home played out at a glacial pace, not even a day had passed in Undisclosed. If it took a week for the situation there to resolve, that would be two years here. Which meant that it was entirely possible that her very worst fear had come true:

She had simply fallen through the cracks.

She’d once read a story about a guy in New York who got onto the elevator at his job on the fortieth floor, then the elevator got stuck and when he hit the emergency call button, nobody came. He did not have his phone, so he stood there for an hour, then two hours, then ten. He was trapped in that elevator with no food, water, bathroom, or entertainment all night, and then all the next day, then all that next night, until someone finally noticed and rescued the man forty-one hours after he had stepped inside. If that doesn’t sound very long to you, go find a closet and try it. With each day she woke up in this room without a visitor or some kind of change of scenery, the more she saw it as her own stuck, forgotten elevator.

She had started to believe that if she was going to get out of here, it would have to be against her captors’ will. And if so, she would have to do it knowing what had been done to Jumbo by, if not these people, then someone on their side. She’d told herself that she’d give it one more Friday—one more cobbler—and then she’d fake a medical emergency that couldn’t be handled in the room and, well, she’d see where things went from there. Then she found out that she’d lost track of the days at some point because this was Banana Bread Thursday and Bell said she had a special visitor and Amy wondered if they, too, had sensed that this whole thing needed to be resolved so they could free up the room and rations. She wondered if the visitor would be the Penetrator himself, there to tell her that he’d killed everyone she loved. Or, maybe they’d somehow summoned/kidnapped David and he was being kept in this same building, and he’d be dragged in growling that he was going to destroy the whole facility. Then later John would show up and actually destroy it, by accident.

She found herself smiling at that and then crying so she sat and ate her blocky, loafy food and ran through all the visitor possibilities (a torturer? A hot male escort?) until, a couple hours after dinner, they blindfolded her and led her down the hall to the same small office with the dome cabin painting in which she took all such meetings, a room she’d grown to loathe. There, they sat her down and took off the blindfold.

Then she saw that, sitting across from her, was another copy of herself.







14 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

“What have you guys got all over you?” asked Bridgette.

John and I were absolutely covered in the ash, even after we had spent significant time trying to brush ourselves off before coming inside.

John said, “It’s filth from another dimension.”

Jumbo’s furniture was red leather and his TV occupied half of one wall. His living room was sunk a couple feet into the ground, something I’d only ever seen in horny movies from the 1970s. It stank like incense burned to cover the worse stink of weed. The revelers from the night before had not cleaned up after themselves before departing and it appeared Bridgette had gotten saddled with the task, a trash bag full of bottles on the floor behind her. She was wearing a red hoodie branded with the Ohio State University logo and black leggings. I was sitting there having just avoided giant crab murder less than twenty minutes ago, my eyes still stinging with the ash of what I fully believed was millions of burned human corpses, with no idea if Amy was alive or dead, and yet the primal wiring in my brain was focused entirely on what those leggings looked like from the back.

John said, “Would you mind if we had a look around?”

“If you agree to help me clean up after, sure. That lady detective was here already. Her and a bunch of cops went over everything with gloves and black lights. She was really nice.”

I said, “She was?”

“She said there’d be no charges for anything they found, as long as I cooperated and told her everything I knew.”

John said, “She checked the basement?”

“Yes, but—” began Bridgette, but then she turned her back to us and bent over to get her trash bag and for a moment I couldn’t hear anything anyone was saying and also forgot my name.

“That’s interesting,” said John. “So you never saw it yourself at all?”

“I’d never been down there until the cops made Milton open it yesterday. They all got out their guns like they thought they’d find a werewolf chained up next to the laundry machines. They seemed disappointed to find it empty.”

“But he kept it locked for a reason,” I said. “Is it possible he moved whatever was down there? The thing he was calling Snowball?”

“I don’t know,” said Bridgette. “He would always tell me to wait upstairs to keep watch. He’d say, ‘Stand guard for me!’ like he was joking, but not really? Then he would go down and get things to show me. After the police left, I went down there and pushed on the walls, I moved the washer and dryer, there’s nothing. Unless Snowball was his nickname for the hot water heater.”

“You were looking for a hidden stash?”

“I actually thought there was … I don’t know. A tunnel or something. I know it’s stupid.”

She apparently detected our change in demeanor because she just stared at us and said, “What?”

“Why would you think there was a tunnel?”

“Remember his twin, the day he disappeared but I never saw him leave? The basement would have been the only way to get out, but I know nobody was living down there. And, you know, Milton was really scared to let anybody unlock it.”

John and I both got to our feet. “All right,” I said, “we definitely need to see it.”

I pulled the gun from my waistband and tried to get a sense of how clogged with ash it was.

Bridgette recoiled. “Okay, now you guys are also acting like you’re going to find a werewolf down there.”

“Let’s just say it’s possible there is a tunnel,” said John, “or a metaphorical one. The way these weird doorways work, they’re kind of not there until you know they’re there, if that makes sense. And doors that aren’t there for other people are sometimes there for us. Let’s go.”

Bridgette grabbed her pink butterfly backpack off the floor and pulled one strap over her shoulder. I didn’t know if she was expecting an expedition or if it was just like a safety blanket, the reassuring weight of all her contingency plans.

“Follow me.”

I stood and brushed the imprint of ash I’d left on the sofa. Bridgette led us back to a kitchen with empty liquor bottles on every available surface. It looked like it had never been used to actually cook a meal. There was a door to a freezing mudroom with a gutted deer carcass dangling from the ceiling (not too startling a sight around here; when I was in high school, non-hunting males were accused of homosexuality and beaten). On the wall adjacent was a door fitted with two strong-looking dead bolts. Not only were they unlocked, but the door was slightly open.

Bridgette went down first, before anyone could tell her otherwise. Sure enough, at the bottom was just a small concrete room with a washer and dryer that looked half a century old, which meant they probably worked perfectly and never needed repair. There were no visible doors or exits.

“The problem,” she said, “is even if there was a tunnel, I don’t think there’s anywhere for it to go. On the other side of the one empty wall is the neighbor’s house and they also have a basement. There are water lines and stuff behind the machines. City sewer is over there. But I guess you’re talking about a magic door or something.”

John nodded toward a wall, the only one that wasn’t blocked by appliances or shelves of detergent and drain cleaner. It was painted cinder block with brown stains where rainwater had bled through. I stared at it, pushing everything out of my mind, even the image of Amy being out there with the ash and the bodies for … how long now? Weeks? Or was it months?

Never mind. Push it out.

I had some practice with forcing myself to see the giant meat tower and, with a little concentration, realized that those bricks were both there and not there, or that they were there but didn’t matter, like the warning on a box of Q-tips that says not to put them in your ear. I tell people that seeing through this kind of thing is just like adjusting the depth of focus of your eyes, like if you shift from looking at the road to looking at the bird shit on your windshield. But it’s not actually like that, unless you’ve achieved a state of being that reveals the universe to be a windshield and your daily life to be bird shit.

John said, “I see it.”

There was a vertical slit in the wall, like a closed orifice.

I sighed. “Man, I hope that’s not what I think it is. But also I hope it is, because otherwise I’m gonna be really confused.”

Bridgette said, “Do you do this on purpose? String together a bunch of words that you know don’t make any sense to anybody but your closest, weirdest friend?”

“Yeah.”

I reached out and touched the wall and heard Bridgette gasp a little as, to her, my hand passed into a solid cinder block, as if it now had the consistency of hard rubber or tensed muscle. Then the slit in the wall pulled itself open, just a bit, and when I pulled my hand back it closed again.

Then Bridgette walked up and reached for the wall, only to stop short, as if afraid to touch it.

“How are you doing that?” she asked.

I said, “Here,” and took her by the wrist, guiding her hand into the wall. When her fingers touched the squishy door, she yanked her hand back in disgust.

“It’s kind of a perception thing,” I said, “sometimes doing it is just a matter of knowing you can. Now, I have a really important question: Of all the substances you saw Jumbo ingest, did you ever see him take something like a thick, black oil? Could have injected it, could have done it through skin contact.”

“No,” she said, but she was either lying or withholding something. I’d given too much away in my tone, asked it like a cop.

“Are you sure?”

“What is it?”

“It’s the stuff that lets you do things like this. John has a little canister of it in his medicine cabinet. We don’t even touch it unless it’s an emergency or we get incredibly bored.”

“It lets you do things like what? Make hidden doors?”

“Yeah, but only with help. If someone from another world wants to make a permanent passage from there to here—which, by the way, is the worst possible thing that can ever happen—they generally need help from someone on this side. You can’t think of it as a tunnel between two physical locations, it’s more like a signal.”

John said, “You know how if your computer breaks and tech support leads you through a bunch of commands so they can get remote control over your system? And sometimes scammers trick old people into letting them do that and they download a bunch of viruses that empty their bank accounts? It’s kind of like that. It generally can’t be done without permission from the other user.”

“You think Jumbo got tricked into doing this,” said Bridgette. “I find that hard to believe. I’ve watched him talk circles around PhDs.”

“Well, the guy tricking him would have been another version of Jumbo,” said John. “Who would you trust more than another copy of yourself?”

“Also,” I said, “understand that we’re being nice here, suggesting Jumbo didn’t know what he was letting through. What we may find on the other side … I honestly don’t know if we brought enough guns for it.” I pointed to her backpack. “You got one in there?”

“No. Got a knife. So I can go through if you help me?”

“Do you even want to?”

“Do you understand that we both lost somebody?” I actually did keep forgetting that she was a person in mourning because I have this weird thing where I don’t think hot people have real emotions. “But you haven’t even said where you think it leads.”

I looked to John who said, “I did the explaining last time.”

I wasn’t sure that was true, but I’d actually lost track myself. “In this spot,” I began, “in another universe, on another version of earth, there is a huge door to a gigantic fortress, or palace, or temple. Outside of it are the bodies of millions and millions of soldiers who’ve tried and failed to penetrate the walls of that place. It appears—and this is preliminary—that this opening might take you inside.”

“The guy who did that to Jumbo,” said John, “he was on the side of the army trying to get in. If Jumbo really was hiding a way for a man to just flip over here and walk right into the facility, well, yeah. That would be a secret worth torturing somebody over.”

“So the guys through here,” asked Bridgette, “they’re on our side?”

“Ah, well, actually, a man from this faction came to try to kill me last night. Destroyed half my cabinets and all of my good pots. I think he was trying to prevent us from finding out about this and leaking it to the other team. Or, you know, having that information tortured out of us. What I’m saying is that nobody over there wants word of this getting out and they are totally unrestrained by law or human decency. That man is in pieces now, but if he’d succeeded, I think he’d have gone around and cleaned up everybody who could conceivably know about this. I suspect this slit in Jumbo’s basement wall is the exhaust port on their Death Star.”

“Fine,” she said. “then let’s go. I’m not just going to sit on my ass and wait for them to send another killer through.”

I actually thought this was a terrible idea, but knew that in her position I would not be dissuaded. She wanted answers and was still at an age when she thought real answers actually existed and could be found if you just knew where to look.

My leg muscles were rubber and my joints were glass (the walk across the corpse dunes of the Ash Universe had done a number on me) but not a single living being in any universe was interested in hearing my complaints about that, including me. I took a deep breath and checked the revolver again (mostly because I’d forgotten that I had just checked it minutes ago) and nodded to John.

Bridgette watched with curiosity as John passed his hand into the wall, which reacted as if it were soft, quivering flesh. The slit parted with a meaty sucking noise and this time opened all the way.

I groaned with utter disgust when I saw what was on the other side.

A bunch of goddamned stairs.

The good news was they were heading down, not up. I briefly considered lying on my side and asking John to just roll me down the stairs like a barrel.

Instead, I just sighed and said, “So, who’s going first?”



Amy

“Hello,” said the woman who could pass for Amy’s identical twin.

It wasn’t like looking into a mirror, Amy noted, because mirrors reverse everything. Also, the other Amy’s hair was longer, a length Amy could never grow hers for reasons her hairdresser said came down to a combination of diet and unlucky genes (hair follicles are programmed to grow a strand for a certain period of time and it’s just shorter for some people). So this world either had superior vitamin supplements, gene therapy just for this, or really good extensions.

Amy found herself quickly scanning for other clues. This other version had pierced ears, but no earrings, like they didn’t want to give away what kind of jewelry existed in their world. They had eyeliner, too; Amy could see traces of it where the other her had wiped it away, probably just minutes ago, as if even this was information Amy could take back to the enemy. They also didn’t want her to know how her counterpart dressed, so they’d put her in the same shapeless coveralls that everyone here wore. They’d even made her wear gloves and Amy wondered if this was to prevent showing her nail polish, a hand tattoo, or something else. It definitely wasn’t to hide the fact that she, unlike Amy, had two working hands. Either that, or the prosthetics here were Luke Skywalker–level.

Amy said, “We look alike.”

She was playing dumb. If they weren’t giving her anything, she wasn’t giving them anything.

“I know it’s weird,” said her twin. “Do you understand why we look alike?”

“Are we related?” asked Amy, seeing exactly how dumb she could play before they got annoyed.

“We actually are, in a way,” said the other Amy. “We have the same parents here, and the same grandparents.”

“So is everybody here a twin of somebody where I’m from?”

“Do you think that’s likely?”

“I don’t know! None of this seems likely to me.”

“Does that seem likely to you.”

Amy sat up straighter. “No.”

“Because if all the people were the same, including all the mating pairs and genetic trees and life events that brought them together, then the worlds would be the same. But as you can see, they’re not.”

“So what does that mean?”

“What do you think it means?”

“Coincidence?” said Amy. “That maybe if you reshuffle events in one universe, some things still turn out the same? Maybe Hitler goes to art school but still becomes Hitler, maybe a couple that would have met in high school meet in college instead, but have the same kid?”

“So you believe the universe is just random?”

“You think a higher power is behind all this? I know you have religion in your world.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because this particular civilization would be impossible without it,” said Amy. “Societies on this scale require it, the way computers require software.”

“You think that’s all religion does? Keeps the people in line so the system can function?”

“What do you think?”

No answer from the other Amy.

“Do we have the same name?” asked Amy. “Are you also an Amy?”

“Yes, but I feel like that will get confusing.”

“So what do I call you?”

“We’ll make up a name.”

“How about Beemee. Get it? A-my, B-my.”

“I get it,” said Beemee and gave a smile that was surreal in its familiarity.

“So why did they bring you here to talk to me?”

“They thought you might be more cooperative if it was me. That you would find it reassuring. Who would you trust more than another you?”

“I feel like I’ve been cooperative,” said Amy. “I just don’t know much. I’ve told my story so many times that it has started to become useless. When you recite a memory, the next time you recite it after that, you’re not recalling the actual event, you’re recalling the recital. I’ll give it to you again if you want: A man showed up in my world and started doing horrible crimes. When our police tried to arrest him, he dropped a glass hand thing, I picked it up, and suddenly I was here, without the hand. When your people scooped me up, I thought you were going to torture me. You know, in light of what your man did in my world.”

“They won’t do that to you.”

“But how do I know? I mean, it would be easier if this was a conversation. I would feel less like a prisoner if you were talking to me instead of, you know, interrogating me.”

And then Amy saw something amazing: The other her got this little smirk like she now understood the conversation they were really having, an expression that Amy had no doubt worn on occasion throughout her life but was totally unaware of until this moment, just because she’d never done it into a mirror or camera.

“So,” said Beemee, “you’re saying you’ll tell me things if I tell you things.”

“Sounds like fun, let’s try it. Do you honestly still have no idea what happened to David? It’s been like half a day back there.”

“He’s alive and fine. So is his friend.”

Amy was so relieved that she slumped down onto the table, actually bonking her head a little bit. The barbed wire that had been tangled around her heart suddenly loosened.

“They’re looking for you,” said Beemee, “as you can imagine.”

“That’s why your people sent you,” said Amy, raising her head. “The boys are looking for me and causing trouble. That’s why you suddenly remembered I exist. Am I right?”

Beemee smiled. “There’s a bit more to it than that, but pretty much.”

“Are they here?”

“If you mean are they in our custody somewhere, no. I’d have just brought them if they were. My turn: How did you lose your hand?”

“I told your people that already. Car accident. I know you have cars here, I was driven here in a version of one. Big thing with wheels.”

“And there’s nothing they can do in your world to make you whole again?”

“They tried to reattach it but the nerves died. Or something, I was just a kid when it happened and the doctors didn’t bother explaining it to me. I see you escaped that fate.”

“I actually didn’t. I was riding my bicycle and got hit by a truck. But they were able to fix it.”

“Wait. So you also lost your hand, just in a different way?”

“Yep. Does that sound random to you? Or does that sound like maybe there’s a plan behind it all?”

“Are you sure you won’t get in trouble for this? In a few seconds you just revealed that, in your world, they have bicycles and trucks and roads and limb reattachment surgery. They’ve worked really hard for the last couple of months to keep me from knowing that much.”

“It’s all right.”

“You don’t need to check with your people first?”

“I am checking with them. It’s fine.”

“What, do you have an earpiece? Are they talking to you right now?”

“They told me you have chronic pain, due to your accident.”

“The accident and bad habits. Back pain, started having migraines a few months ago, they think it’s related to the injury or possibly a side effect of the painkillers. They’re not sure. Do you know what a migraine is?”

“And are you in pain right now?”

“Not at all. They applied something to my head, it fixed it.”

“So we have treated you well here.”

“Other than being held in captivity, sure. I’m sleeping better. Your food doesn’t upset my stomach, even the spicy stuff. Though for some reason, here I constantly have spots and smudges on my glasses. My turn: So it’s unusual for somebody to just show up here like I did, right?”

Amy watched as the other woman paused as if she were, in fact, listening for instructions.

Then, “It is unusual. But in your case, I think it’s the timing that has made everyone take notice.”

“But that’s not weird at all. The timing is your timing, I am here due to actions your guy took. Remember? The guy that came and tortured a man?”

“The man who was tortured, what do you know about him?”

“Not much. He was a commoner, like me. He had a shop where he repaired little motors.”

“So you think this was just a senseless act of violence.”

“Well, I don’t know,” said Amy. “Honestly. That’s what the police were trying to find out.”

“But you’re not a police officer.”

“No. Are you?”

“No.”

“Can you tell me what you do for a living? I assume people have to work in your world, the staff here don’t seem to be doing it as a hobby.”

“I guess it’s what you would call data collection. I gather up the information and put it into a machine. Somebody, somewhere, does something with it, hopefully.”

“I work in the entertainment industry,” said Amy, which felt like a lie coming out of her mouth even though it was 100 percent true. “In our world, we have things called ‘reality shows.’”

“So you have a talent. That’s interesting, I never thought of myself as having any. I like to sing and dance but I’m not remarkable enough at either to do it as a vocation.”

“You said I’m drawing all of this attention because of the timing of my visit. What did you mean by that?”

“I think you already know. Or, I think you can figure it out. In fact, I think you already have, but are just looking for confirmation.”

Amy hesitated, then said, “I know you’re at war.”

Beemee just nodded.

“And I know you’ve been at war for a long time,” continued Amy. “But this thing with Jumbo—that’s what we called the man who was tortured—makes me think something new has happened, there has been a turn, involving my world somehow. I get the sense everybody is on high alert here, and not just because I showed up.”

Beemee smiled. A genuine smile, of a parent proud to see their child win a spelling bee.

Amy said, “Can you tell me why you’re at war?”

“I think you already know that, too.”

“Well … I know you and the other guys are from two different worlds, and are fighting for control of this one. Even though from this little bit I’ve seen, it doesn’t seem worth fighting or dying for. But, hey, maybe the rest of it is nicer. All I see is ashes.”

“I’m not trying to be impolite,” said Beemee, “but it’s really easy to tell when you’re just playing dumb.”

“Is it?”

“What do you know about the universe we’re in right now?”

“Time moves faster here.”

“Yes. Time in our universe—the one where I was born—moves at the same speed as yours. And it’s the same for our enemy. This place where we’re sitting now, this Accelerated Universe, it’s unusual in that respect. Our scientists don’t completely understand it but if there was a human civilization here at one point, it’s long gone. So it was, you know, vacant when we found it. You honestly can’t see why it would be valuable to control such a place?”

“I do,” said Amy. “From the home world’s point of view, it’s a place where every big problem could go to get instantly solved. If they develop a new medication and it needs a year of testing, somebody steps through a portal to here and comes back three days later with the results. Move the factories here and output seems instant, move the scientists and engineers and universities here and they come back a year later with a century’s worth of discoveries. You’ve literally accelerated your technological progress a hundredfold.”

“You’ve advanced the entire civilization, in fact. If you’re wondering how far back you have to go to find when your world and mine would have been identical, it’s not that far back at all. But my version came across this place and everything changed. We suddenly had a civilizational cheat code.”

Amy thought for a moment, then said, “Wait, if this place runs a hundred times faster, why aren’t you way older than me? In fact, you should be long dead.”

“Nobody lives here full time,” said Beemee. “We rotate in for specific spans, I’m on a one-year contract here, but that’s less than a week back home. Otherwise the ages and generations get messed up, you’d have kids leaving for six months and coming back older than their grandparents. Instead, kids from the home world come here for what back there seems like two weeks, and go back with a college degree.”

“There are colleges here?”

“New Columbia University is where I went, it wasn’t too far from here. Their labs worked on cures for diseases, designed new materials, everything. Back home it seemed like magic, they’d get a solution almost as quick as they could ask the question. But it wasn’t magic, just a bunch of people on this side of the portal, working hard.”

“Then someone else showed up,” said Amy. “The people you’re fighting.”

“The Corruptors.”

“And who are they?”

“That’s the kind of thing I can’t share. What matters is, if someone was fighting you for a place like this, how far would you go to stop them? Before you answer, think of all the sick people back home waiting for cures, all the existential threats waiting to be defused, all the looming apocalypses any civilizations must avoid in order to survive.”

“Knowing what people fight wars over in my world, I would say that you would never stop. Ever. But I would like to think some kind of peaceful solution could be reached. It’s a whole universe, you can share it.”

“If your body were set on fire, would you be happy with a compromise with the flames, so that half of your body remains burning, as long as the other half is not?”

“That doesn’t seem like the same thing.”

“You’re right. This is that, multiplied many billion times over.”

“And that’s how you justify what was done to Jumbo? That he was part of the figurative fire, somehow? That’s what justified having his private parts pulled apart?”

“If it didn’t need to be done, it wouldn’t have been done.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Beemee leaned forward. “Let me answer that question with a question. It’s what our people call the question.”



Me

John led Bridgette through the slit first and as soon as they passed over the threshold, they instantly did a one-eighty and stepped back into the laundry room, almost running into me.

Bridgette said, “Whoa.”

John said, “See?”

“So we’ve only been gone for like one second for you?” Bridgette asked me.

“Yeah,” I said, “you went in and instantly popped back out.”

“From our end, you just completely froze for a couple of minutes. He explained the time difference thing.”

“Okay,” I said, nodding, “so that answers that question. I was kind of holding out hope this still just led to Jumbo’s secret wine cellar instead of popping you over to a whole other world. Fuck me.”

And with that, Bridgette backed away from the invisible stairwell and started trembling, then leaned on the washing machine like she was going to pass out.

“So … wait a minute. How—how long was Jumbo over there, on the other side? He was gone for hours. His beard had grown out. How long—how long were they torturing him? Oh my god.”

She sat and put her head between her knees, like she was trying not to pass out.

I said, “We don’t know that. Maybe that happened at the very end, maybe they were just trying to get information out of him and he resisted and then things got bad on the last day. You can’t assume the worst. And I don’t mean because you could be wrong, I mean because your mind won’t hold up otherwise.”

“BRIDGETTE?” said a huge, booming voice from somewhere upstairs. “WHO YOU TALKIN’ TO?”

“Oh, shit,” whispered Bridgette, scrambling to her feet. “That’s Milton.” She raised her voice and said, “We’re in the basement.”

We went over to the bottom of the stairs and found the huge all-denim man had appeared at the top, standing in the doorway of the kitchen and occupying almost all of the opening. This was the one who had slit Jumbo’s throat to put him out of his misery. I suddenly remembered just how little he had hesitated to do it.

“You all right?” he asked with some apprehension.

I noted that, stuck in the pocket of his overalls, was a stainless steel Colt 45 1911, with pearl grip handles.

“We’re fine,” said Bridgette, unconvincingly. “These are the guys helping to find out what happened to Jumbo.”

“I know,” said Milton. “Neighbors called. Said the two of them materialized out of thin air on your lawn.”

John said, “Oh, uh, we walked up from the alley so they probably didn’t see us arrive.”

“Cut the shit,” said Milton. “I know who you are. There’s demonic happenings all over town.”

“Nobody is happy about that,” said John. “We’ve already found out some stuff that might help put an end to it.”

“By all means, loop me in,” said Milton.

I said, “Excuse me, you are…”

“I was Jumbo’s best friend for forty flippin’ years,” shouted the giant man from the top of the stairs. “We used to stay at each other’s houses when we were kids, whenever one of our dads started beatin’ the shit out of us and we needed to get away. I’ve lived through all the demonic bullshit that blows through this town every few years. I got as much a right to know what’s happenin’ here as anybody. And definitely more than you people. You look like you eat corn on the cob the long way.”

I started to say something that probably would have ended in an exchange of gunfire, but John reached over and held up a hand to signal silence, a thing he knew irritated me and thus reserved for emergencies.

“You’re right,” said John, “we just need to check something down here real quick, we think Jumbo had something hidden around here. Once we’ve done that, we’ll all sit down and we’ll tell you everything we know. You probably have information that would be an enormous help to us.”

“Fine. I’ll come down and help you look.”

“Go get the big flashlight from under the sink,” said Bridgette, as the man hovered one foot over the first stair.

Milton gave her a look like he knew she was just trying to get rid of him for a moment, but he eventually seemed to decide that there was no harm in going to get the flashlight from the cabinet less than ten feet away. He stepped out of view and Bridgette ushered John and me toward the slit.

“Go, go,” she whispered.

The three of us stepped through and I listened for the sound of Milton clomping down the stairs after us. I didn’t think he had the ability to get through the portal without our help but you never know.

“What are you watching for?” said Bridgette. “We’ll be back before he’s even had time to cross the room.”

“Oh, right,” I said. “The time difference.”

“How did you already forget? Aren’t you the expert?”

“Now that you mention it,” said John. “It just occurred to me that, for a brief moment, time was moving slower for my ass than the rest of me.”

“I doubt that’s true,” I said. “They’d have to compensate for that in the portals, otherwise you’d have a situation where, for a split second, time was moving a hundred times faster in the front half of your brain than the back. Pretty sure that would trigger a stroke or an embolism or something. Let’s go.”

John said, “Though it would have been nice to have the big flashlight, now that I think about it.”

We were on a spiral stairwell with smooth stone on the walls that, from our point of view, curved down into pitch darkness. As we stepped down, though, the light followed us, as if activated by motion. The stones overhead were emitting a glow, just enough to light the way.

“So we’re not under Jumbo’s house right now,” said Bridgette, running her fingers over the walls. There were no seams or mortar where bricks had been laid, and it did not have the feel of concrete. As with the exterior of the temple we’d seen earlier, it was like they’d figured out how to grow bone tissue into architecture.

I said, “In fact, it’s mathematically impossible to be any farther from Jumbo’s house than we are right now. If you went up to the surface and got into a spaceship and flew for a trillion light-years in any direction, you’d never find it.”

“That’s so weird. So how do we know the air is even safe to breathe here, if the world is that different?”

“Well, we were just here like half an hour ago.”

“Yeah, but, how do you know there aren’t diseases here that we don’t have immunity to? Wouldn’t they have different germs here?”

We’d gone down the equivalent of two flights and there was no indication we were about to hit bottom.

“In general,” said John, “we’ll just try not to let anyone breathe on us. Plus, if it was dangerous, whoever was talking to Jumbo from this side would have set up some air filters or decontamination or something up top, they wouldn’t just be rawdogging their meetings. If there are biohazard suits at the bottom of the stairs, we’ll put them on.”

Bridgette stopped. “Listen. What’s that sound?”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard it or if it was my brain filling it in but, with concentration, even down here we could hear the screams of those in the tower somewhere above. It was noise that was faint but enormous, like a tornado tearing apart the next town over.

“It’s the wailing of those in the meat shaft,” said John. “There’s a, uh, tower that has humans embedded in it, like it’s eating them or absorbing them, or something, rising up from the center of the temple, or palace or whatever this is. Maybe they stick victims to the bottom and the tower rises to make room for the next bunch.”

Bridgette had no response to this, so we just continued down. Four flights’ worth of stairs. Still going.

“So, one day,” said Bridgette, softly, “Jumbo gets a visit or a message from somebody over here who looks exactly like him, saying, ‘I’m the king over in this universe, I want to connect my weird building with your house in your world.’ And then Jumbo builds a gadget or something on this end to make it work?”

“Not a gadget,” I said, “there’s no technology that can make this happen. He may have thought it was a gadget, but it was actually something else.”

“What, like magic?”

“I hate that word because it makes it sound harmless.”

John said, “We got a call from a woman a while back, she lives a couple of blocks from Dave, but said her teenage son had set up his closet so that it secretly opened into the bedroom of a girl in Osaka, Japan. We think they met online and then went on the dark web and searched ‘how to make a portal.’ You know, so they could meet up.”

“That’s kind of sweet, actually,” said Bridgette.

“It probably was. But by the time we got there, the closet was normal again and the kid was gone. We did some research and we’re pretty sure the girl in Japan disappeared, too.”

“You think they ran away together?”

I said, “It’s probably better if you just tell yourself that. But we snooped around and found that there was a legend of a haunting at the girl’s house in Osaka, or at least to houses on that lot, going back like three hundred years. Voices, male and female. You know, like they got yanked out of time and space by something that had been crouched there, waiting for them. Occupants always said they heard the sound of a girl giggling and a white guy getting a handjob. The point is, portals like the one we just stepped through are not the kind of thing you do just to add some additional storage to your house.”

“Okay, so why did Jumbo go through the trouble? Either Jumbo, I mean?”

John shushed us and held up a hand to signal a stop. We waited, listening, then heard a faint banging on metal from somewhere below, a noise echoing in a vast space. It was not the sound of a machine doing its rhythmic work or of pipes thumping under the force of pressure; it sounded like bursts of animalistic violence being done against some metallic object of its rage.

I raised the shotgun revolver and John raised his arm. He made the tiny spring-loaded pistol shoot up into his palm.

At the sight of John’s gun, Bridgette whispered, “Is that the only one you brought?”



Amy

“The key to answering the Question,” said Beemee, “is that you not just blurt out a response, really take a moment to think. Ready? Okay, let’s say that all the people in the world disappear so that there are only two left. One day, one of the remaining two makes fun of the shoes the other is wearing. Later, the insulted party poisons the other, causing them to die a painful death. Remember, there is no government, no laws, no police, no church, no priests, anywhere in existence. The killer feels no guilt afterward. So the question is this: Was the poisoner wrong to do what she did?”

Amy said, “My knee-jerk response would be that of course she was wrong, because murder is wrong. But if I do what you say and take a moment to turn it over in my head I can see that … yeah, it’s still wrong. My answer won’t change if I take one second or a hundred years to think about it.”

“Even though there are no tangible negative consequences, not even loved ones to mourn the victim?”

“Yep.”

Beemee studied her. “What if I showed you an entire civilization that disagrees, that believes killing is as normal an act as eating or drinking, that it is simply nature taking its course?”

“Then I would say that entire civilization is wrong. In fact, I would even say that, deep down, they know it, that if you asked them to defend their actions, they would say that there is some greater benefit that results from whatever terrible things they do. They would appeal to this same universal understanding of right and wrong, but twist things to make it seem like they were in the right.”

Beemee smiled.

Amy said, “So I guess that was the right answer?”

“It was! I told them you were on our side.”

“So does that mean you’ll let me go home?”

“Not yet. But it means you and I get to take a little trip.” She stood.

“Ooh, do I get to see a room I’ve never been to?”

“You get to leave the base.”

“Oh. Wow. I don’t know if I should be excited or terrified. Where are we going?”

“Sanctuary.”

Amy was about to ask how far away that was, but stopped herself. They’d both stood up and Beemee had turned her back to her for the first time. The other woman had something shiny on the back of her neck. It was a small hand with its fingers splayed, the middle finger touching the base of her skull, the other four wrapped around the neck, as if holding on. It was, of course, the same type of device (or jewelry?) Amy had taken from the Penetrator.

“What is that?” she asked. “On the back of your neck.”

Beemee reached around to touch it. “Manus Dei. Everybody has one. When you came here, you had a device in your pocket, you said it was a type of phone.”

“Yes. They took it. And I need that back, by the way, when you send me home. Those are like a thousand dollars and to get one you have to spend an entire day enduring trials in an awful place called a ‘Verizon Store.’”

“Well, it sounds like it serves most of the same functions as the Manus Dei, ours is just quicker. More direct. It’s also the reason your headaches went away.”

“It is?” Amy reached around to feel the back of her neck, but just felt skin and hair. “Did they put one on me earlier?”

“It’s not connected now. But your world will have something like it soon, I’m sure. In our past, we had all sorts of devices for communication and computation but it’s just a fact that the ideal number of such tools a person wants to haul around is exactly one. You just need it to do everything.”

“What’s everything? Did it dispense medicine earlier? Do surgery?”

“Not in the way you’re thinking.”

“Wait, does it let you guys read each other’s thoughts? Is that what happened earlier, when you kept pausing like you were consulting with somebody?”

She smiled. “Again, not in the way you’re thinking. If you’re good, maybe we’ll send you home with one. Come on, let’s go.”



Me

We finally saw a landing at the bottom of the spiral of stairs and an open, arched doorway. We stopped short, as to be out of sight of whatever lurked down there. I’m proud to say that John moved toward the doorway first, because that meant he was the one most allowing his hormones to make him undertake risks to impress a beautiful woman. I, an essentially married man whose partner was missing, was satisfied to merely follow. He peered into the room, then went slowly inside, apparently not having immediately spotted anything worthy of concern. The animalistic banging noises had abated for the moment and I wondered if maybe whatever had been here had already left. I followed John into the room and was greeted by Jumbo’s wine cellar.

Just inside the door were racks of wine bottles and a couple of wooden barrels like you’d expect to see on a pirate ship, which blocked much of our view of the room. John silently pointed at the bottles and made a series of tactical hand signals: pointing at the racks, then up at the ceiling, then twirling his finger in the air clockwise, then making a drinking motion. I immediately understood this to mean, Jumbo stores it all down here so that it will age faster.

We made our way forward, around curved shelves lined with liquor bottles of every color, including some colors I didn’t think liquor could be, as if this was all positioned close to the entrance for easy retrieval.

John whispered, “You see the Sauce?”

The substance we were looking for, the stuff that would allow a man like Jumbo to help engineer an operation like this, wouldn’t be in a glass bottle unless these people truly had no idea what they were doing. It didn’t need a container; it needed to be contained. If it seems odd that John would pause our march toward whatever unseen beast lived down here to look for Jumbo’s black mystery liquid, that’s only because the latter was almost certainly more dangerous.

I quickly scanned the shelves. Some of it was familiar, stuff Jumbo supplied from his side, but then there was a whole shelf of a clear liquor that featured a severed human toe at the bottom of each bottle. There were several bottles of a pink liquid that was spinning furiously, as if each bottle contained a running blender blade at the bottom. There was a row of bulging, veiny sacks like stomachs cut out of some kind of animal with a burbling brew inside each, next to a single glimmering bottle of a fizzy concoction with threads of gold rippling through it. There were several bottles topped with some kind of little compartment and valve, as if it limited the size of the pour, one of which had a black-and-white label in an old-timey font that read, FOR THE REDUCTION OF BEHAVIORAL INHIBITIONS FOR 140 MINUTES.

I said, “You think he’d really just have it sitting out?”

“Bet that’s it,” muttered John.

On the floor was a cask made out of what appeared to be solid granite, covered in unfamiliar symbols surrounding an etching of a cartoonish face, screaming in pain, its eyes wide open in horror.

I said, “If it’s not the Sauce, I kinda want to open it up and try it.”

“What is it?” asked Bridgette.

“If it’s what we think it is, inside that container is a black, oily substance, the one I asked if you’d seen Jumbo using. It has to be kept in a serious container because, well, it’s alive. It’ll jump across the room, right into your mouth. Or however it needs to find its way in. If we’re right, it’s a miracle Jumbo lived as long as he did. I don’t think one in a thousand people who try this shit survive it and usually we can only pray that their torment ends with death.”

“So it’s like Spider-Man?”

“What?”

“Like the oily black goo from Spider-Man, that turns Topher Grace into a monster?”

“I didn’t watch those movies. Ideally we’d haul that outta here and put it somewhere safe, like at the bottom of the Mariana Trench. But that looks heavy as—”

There was a bang that sounded like someone kicking a wrought iron fence. All three of our heads whipped in the direction of the noise. We edged around the bottles and barrels to find no living things were visible, but it would frankly be easy for something to hide, even a lot of somethings, of substantial size. The main room was vast and full of displays of strange and alien objects, like one of those huge Bass Pro Shops they have in big-city malls. At one point, we found a gap in the shelves that revealed one distant wall covered in a map depicting a landmass I didn’t recognize next to a vast mural of a regal, nude woman lying atop a bed shaped like a giant crab (or possibly an actual giant crab, the art style didn’t make it clear). From the ceiling dangled preserved trophies of flying creatures that were not of our world, or at least, not of our era. There was something that might have been a pterodactyl but instead of a beak it had a floppy snout like an elephant’s trunk, which ended in rings of tiny teeth like a leech. Not far from that was a wasp roughly the size of a crop duster.

We followed twists and turns through the shelves until we arrived at a wall covered entirely in a display of seemingly random objects. There were mounted heads of animals both familiar and alien, then a section of helmets that seemed to be from various eras of military history. There was a row of frilly women’s undergarments along with other items of clothing: dresses, hats, shoes (there was one gap in the middle with an empty hook, as if something had been removed, perhaps to wear). The display ended with racks of weapons of otherworldly design featuring elegant handles of sculpted bone and blades of obsidian. They looked ceremonial and useless for combat, and yet I had to fiercely fight the urge to go grab one, especially once we noticed that next to the display was another arched doorway, this one surrounded by teeth on both sides. It wasn’t clear if the teeth were purely a decorative trim or if they were part of a mechanism that could snap closed at any moment.

It was from just beyond that doorway that we heard a crash of metal hitting concrete that caused all three of us to jump back.

Bridgette dashed to the weapons rack and grabbed a battle-ax that seemed to be made of the serrated beak of a giant predatory bird and was coated all over with human teeth. She hefted it and felt its weight and I could see her imagining herself burying the head into whatever lay on the other side of that toothy opening. John positioned himself just outside of the opening, actually leaning against the row of fangs, each as long as his arm. He held up three fingers and dropped them one by one, in a countdown. We then rushed in and found ourselves in a small, dimly lit space. Right in front of us was a cage, big enough to hold a man, the bars made of gold and sculpted to look like vines and leaves. It was the kind of thing a rich man would use to contain his exotic menagerie.

The door to that cage was lying on the floor.

The cage itself was empty.

Something rustled in the shadows to our left and my first assumption was, of course, “giant crab.” There wasn’t really enough room for that, though, in the part of this small room that was bathed in shadow. I was trying to calculate the maximum size crab that could be hiding there when something moved with slow, deliberate footsteps.

Then I heard teeth ripping and crunching, a tongue and lips smacking and swallowing. Then the hidden, ravenous thing uttered a high-pitched noise, something between a growl and a warble, a sound that I was confident no animal on earth had ever made. And discernible within those alien vocalizations was something that I was pretty sure was human speech.



Amy

Beemee hustled Amy down a series of hallways and they drew stares every step of the way. It seemed clear the rank and file had heard rumors of her but hadn’t been allowed to get a glimpse. They passed through several gigantic doors that were thicker than Amy was tall and progressed to chambers like airlocks, each plastered with warning signs and bristling with devices Amy was certain were designed to shred unwanted visitors from the other direction. She was then surprised to find herself in a fully equipped subway station where she was urged by Beemee onto a sleek train, on which the two of them were the only passengers. It whisked away, quietly humming down a tunnel at an alarming speed.

“We’ll actually get to see the sun,” said Beemee. “Everything is underground at the forward operating base, but they’re not as uptight back at the colony. Things are more normal there.”

“What exactly are we being protected from? Am I allowed to ask that?”

“Monsters,” she replied, after that brief pause. “I assume you know what DNA is, and how genes work, all that?”

“I know what the average person knows. I couldn’t grow a dinosaur from a mosquito or anything.”

“Our enemy could. They have learned to manipulate the building blocks of life to turn themselves into monstrosities. They have these big crab things they’ve bred to fight in their wars, with humanlike brains inside. Their computers are all blobby flesh-and-blood gray matter they’ve grown in vats. They have women they’ve formed into perfect breeders, all they want to do is have sex and feed babies all day and all night. And the worst part is they’ve edited all those babies’ brains so they get rapturous pleasure from whatever task they’ve been designated to do. I’ve heard they have muscular farm workers who just work day and night, because they’re addicted to it. They don’t have anyone on their side who are just people, they’re all just biomechanical machines doing a series of jobs. And the one thing they want to do above all else is spread. Like a disease.”

“I’ve met one of them,” said Amy.

“I’ve heard. I’m surprised you survived it.”

“I woke up to find him in my living room. He just looked like you and me. Well, he was taller and more muscular. He looked like a model or an actor, if you have those.”

“They’re the most dangerous of all, the ones that can still pass for one of us. They use them to sneak in. We had one come into my world, a beautiful young woman. She got into a classroom full of children and sprouted spider legs. She tore the children open and injected these little eggs into their bodies that burst into maggots that chewed them up from the inside. It was done in a way to make sure the children were alive the whole time.”

In response to this, Amy could only stare at the back of the seat in front of her and say, “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Were they … were they able to save the children?”

“The larvae could not be removed without killing the children. We were left to choose between euthanizing them, or allowing them to live on as food, screaming, day and night, as they were fed upon. Each parent was allowed to decide. That enough details for you? Want me to go child by child, tell you how long it took the last one to die? Do you want to know what they looked like on their final day? I have pictures.”

“No, thank you,” muttered Amy.

“Are you sure? Because I didn’t get that choice. We saw this kind of thing every day, some new horror. We walked down the sidewalk wondering if the attractive stranger next to us was going to sprout mandibles and bite into our kids. That’s what they thought you were at first, something that would look familiar to us, something that would appear lost and helpless that would make us let our guard down and allow you inside the base. When you turned up out in the ash, the gunship was going to incinerate you but they got word from the top to stand down.”

“Speaking of, what’s with all the ash out there? Is that a state secret?”

Beemee paused in that way that implied she was silently checking to see if it was, then said, “New Columbia. Our biggest colony. The Corrupters tunneled under it with these armored worms, hundreds of feet long. They burst out of the ground and started spewing this sticky oil over everything. Then they swept in with aerial creatures, these skin balloons that floated in and dropped a cloud of white sparkles. Igniters. They contacted the oil and whoosh. The fires were hot enough to melt the glass out of the windows. The worms blocked the gates so that no one could get out. They had already collapsed the train tunnels. The colony has been burning ever since. Five years.”

“How many people were killed?”

“About four million. So, imagine your Boston and its whole surrounding metro area going up in flames. The winds spread the smoke and ash for miles.”

Amy just stared.

“And none of that is the worst of what they do. It’s the corruption that’s worst of all, worse than all that combined. Do you understand now? That’s what we’re up against. Now let me show you what we’re fighting for.”

The train was slowing to a stop at a station three times the size of the one they’d just left. They pulled up along another train that was discharging its passengers. Beemee led Amy up the stairs and they emerged into a landscape bathed in orange sunlight.

The word colony had brought to Amy’s mind unadorned concrete boxes and dusty streets, makeshift distribution centers with hand-painted signs. That is, the utilitarian basics for keeping a population fed so it could produce what was needed on the front lines. Instead, what Amy stepped into was a bustling upscale shopping district. They passed a café and bakery with a line out the door, from which wafted warm, buttery scents. Above it was a tower that appeared to have been built out of marble or alabaster, which seemed to be the primary building material for all the surrounding structures. The streets were paved with some kind of sandy stone, arranged in an artsy zigzag pattern. A trio of cackling teenagers went zipping by on what must have been tiny wheels hidden in the bottoms of their shoes, soles skimming silently over the surface.

Amy made eye contact with Beemee and saw that she was smiling at her reaction, happy to have impressed the visitor.

Amy said, “It’s beautiful.”

“Is it?”

“Yeah, I mean considering this is an off-world colony for you guys, I don’t know, I was expecting something basic. Bare bones.”

“Compared to what we have at home, it is. Come on.”

They took off walking down the sidewalk and Amy noticed she was drawing glances here, too, even though her clothing shouldn’t have stood out. Easily a third of the people here were in the jumpsuits from the base, soldiers and staff on leave.

“It’s funny how people can always recognize someone from out of town,” she said. “Everyone is staring.”

Beemee smiled again, and raised her left hand. “It’s the missing hand. Like I said, that wouldn’t be allowed here. Everyone is made whole.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see. But I want you to ask yourself: What would you do to preserve this? To keep these children from being eaten alive by larvae the size of your fist, to keep these women from having the skin burned off their bodies, to keep these men from being corrupted. How far would you go?”

“This is about Jumbo being tortured? You’re going to try to justify that to me? I’m fine letting everyone hear me say this: If you do or support things like that, you’re no better than the monsters you’re fighting.”

“What if it was proven with irrefutable logic that taking such an action was absolutely necessary to save all this?”

“I refuse to believe there wasn’t another way.”

“You dodged the question. What if it was proven with irrefutable logic that what was done to Jumbo was the only way to save everyone you love, and everyone they love, and to preserve your world for the future?”

“How would you ever have irrefutable logic?”

“Exactly! Exactly. But if you had it, you could just charge forward, free of guilt or doubt. No arguments, no deliberation, no remorse. Just action. Heroism.”

Beemee reached back and touched the hand-shaped gadget on the back of her neck, her Manus Dei. A teenage girl with close-cropped hair passed by and she, too, had the hand on the base of her skull. Everyone did.

Manus Dei.

The Hand of God.

And in that moment, Amy felt an itch on the back of her neck and quickly reached back and just for a moment, she was sure she felt it, a slick surface that tingled under her fingers … and then it was gone. A phantom sensation, the way she sometimes felt the presence of her missing hand.

She stopped walking.

“I have one, don’t I?” said Amy.

“Do you feel anything?”

“No. I think it’s there and it’s making me not sense it.”

“They only attached it long enough to go to work on the muscle spasms that were causing your headaches, then took it off again. You’re probably just feeling the itch from where it had connected.”

“I think you’re lying.”

“Go look at yourself in a mirror.”

“Can it control what I see?”

“Amy, you’re scared because the world you’re from is so broken that you don’t recognize beauty and order when you see it, so you assume it’s a trick. There’s no trick! Come on, walk with me. You’re upsetting the passersby.”

“Why can I understand you?”

“What do you mean?”

“The town where I’m from,” said Amy, “I could travel less than a day and be among people I could barely understand, Appalachian dialects and slang that would force me to make them slow down to decipher what was said. You’re from a culture so different from mine that every fourth word should be some turn of phrase I’ve never heard in my life. That thing on the back of your head, does it tell you how to talk to me?”

“Stop. Take a breath. I think you’re overwhelmed by suddenly having the sky over you again. A strange sky, at that. It’s a lot to process.”

“There! ‘A lot to process.’ That phrase, it’s not just slang from my world, it’s recent.”

“You’re scared of the wrong thing. What should frighten you is that your world hasn’t come up with a way to let people from different cultures communicate. Think about how much of your prejudice is just fear of the awkwardness that comes with not knowing another’s customs.”

“I saw what your man did to Jumbo. I smelled what he did to him—the stink of the blood, the weeks of dried terror-sweat. What was done to him took expertise. Experience. Enthusiasm. And what I’m hearing from you right now is that all of these shiny marble buildings are built atop a foundation of … that.”

“Please listen. You said earlier that there is a universal, invisible force that knows right from wrong. All sentient beings exist to serve one purpose, to build a conduit to that force, to take direct instruction from it. Primitive tribes have religion and prayer and so individuals disagree on the answer, they fight over their interpretation. Well, advanced civilizations get past that, they find a way to connect with perfect clarity.”

“You think that thing stuck to the back of your heads is an antenna that connects you directly to God?”

“No. That would be a superstition. This is real.”

“So when your guy cut off Jumbo’s eyelids, that’s because his crystal hand told him to do it? How do you know it’s right?”

“If you had one, you’d know that question is ridiculous. It does not make an argument, it simply shows you the truth. When a liar or flippant hedonist encounters a group of clean, well-disciplined citizens, he does not regard their differences as disagreement; he perceives that he himself is wrong and is in the presence of right, he feels shame and wishes to be back among his own kind. It is not something to be disputed.”

Beemee walked off and rounded a corner. Amy followed after only a brief hesitation.

“So where are we—”

And then she came around the corner herself and what she saw stole away all her words and thoughts and breath.

She now had an unobstructed view between the towers, and what lay at the end, dozens of blocks away, was a blue sphere the size of a stadium. It hovered in the air and rotated slowly, like an eye observing all that lay below.

And then there was a tingle in the back of her brain, an itchy static that felt like ants running back and forth across her neurons. It was that sphere, perceiving her, reaching out for a connection. It stroked her brain with invisible fingers the way you’d pet an anxious cat, urging her to be calm, to submit.

Instead, Amy ran.



Me

It was Bridgette who apparently got tired of the suspense and pulled out her phone to light the shadows. My gaze initially went too high, finding only blank wall, but below that was a pair of big, blue eyes with vertical pupils.

A small voice said, “Hungry.”

The chewing resumed.

Bridgette said, “Don’t shoot,” but no one was about to do that at the moment.

To be fair to Jumbo and his creature-naming prowess, “Snowball” was in fact white and roughly ball-shaped. It was about knee-high and sat with two legs splayed, with two more legs in front on the floor. In addition to the four legs, it had two arms that ended in tiny furry hands, which were at the moment holding a giant family-sized bag of Skittles. The creature’s mouth was chewing a wad of the colorful candies, as many as it had managed to fit in there. It stared at us and chewed, its huge blue eyes under half-closed pink lids that conveyed an exaggerated expression of sadness.

Bridgette muttered, “That thing, uh, isn’t from earth, right?”

John whispered, “It doesn’t even look real. It looks like an animatronic, something they crammed into an old sci-fi movie to sell toys.”

I said, in my normal voice, “It has teeth that can chew and it has eyes that face forward. That’s all I’m noticing right now.”

“What do the position of its eyes matter?” asked Bridgette.

“It means it evolved to be a predator. Prey have eyes on the sides, like rabbits and deer.”

I surveyed the room. Aside from the cage, there were dog toys on the floor and shelves stocked with family-sized bags of candy, like you get in bulk from Costco. These were all familiar earth brands, stuff from Jumbo’s side of the border.

“Jumbo?” said Snowball, before cramming another handful of Skittles into its mouth. “Jumbo?” it said a little louder, as if maybe Jumbo was behind us.

John said, “Jumbo’s not here.”

“Can it actually speak English,” I asked, “or does it just repeat words like a parrot?”

Bridgette leaned toward it. “Can you understand what we’re saying, Snowball?”

“No,” replied Snowball, before looking down into its Skittles bag to dig out more candy.

I said, “It’s lying.” To Snowball, I said, “Get back in the cage, while we figure out what to do.”

Snowball munched a mouthful of candy and said, “Broken.”

It was right; the door had been knocked off its hinges. I couldn’t have done that myself without several power tools.

Bridgette said, “Why does it have to go back in the cage?”

“Because it was in there for a reason,” I replied, still pointing the gun at Snowball.

Snowball waddled toward us and we all backed up.

“DON’T LET IT OUT!” I shouted and retreated from the room, looking around for a latch or button that would close the teeth doors and trap this creature inside.

“Jumbo?” said Snowball as it upped its speed from a waddle to a hurried waddle. Some Skittles bounced out of the bag it was clutching with its useless little hands.

“No!” I barked as Snowball reached the doorway. “Get back in there! Get back in your room!”

“JUMBO! Where are you? Are you mad? Jumbo?”

I tried to use my foot to stop the creature from passing the threshold into the wine cellar.

“Ow,” said Snowball.

Bridgette said, “You’re hurting it!” because she didn’t have our experience with beings that know exactly what shape to take to make you let your guard down. As such, Snowball kept pushing its way past me. The animal was strong, which all of us already knew because it tore its way out of a goddamned metal cage.

I kicked at it, because I didn’t want to reach down and give it a chance to bite off my fingers. This caused it to trip and drop its bag of candy. A hundred Skittles scattered across the floor.

“Oh no!” said Snowball, as it clumsily tried to grab candy and scoot it toward the bag. “Oh no! Oh no! No no no…”

This had caused the animal to stop advancing into the room, but now Bridgette was on the floor helping it pick up its Skittles and then John was using his foot to scoot the scattered candy over to them and I felt like I was losing my goddamned mind.

“Where’s Jumbo?” asked Snowball, who was now clutching his bag of Skittles to his chest as if afraid we were going to steal it.

I said, “We either have to shoot this thing or just move on. And I’m not sure shooting it will do anything. Maybe we just continue on our way and hope it doesn’t follow us?”

“You don’t think it can go up and pass through to Jumbo’s basement?” asked John. “Get out into the world, get adopted? By the time we got it back, the thing would have two million followers on Instagram and a line of merch.”

Snowball was currently rubbing a handful of Skittles on its white fur, to get the floor dust off.

“I’ll stay with him,” said Bridgette. “You guys go.”

I said, “We can’t leave you here with that thing.”

A moist Skittle had stuck to the back of Snowball’s fur and it was now spinning around, trying to reach it.

“We’ll be fine. Go.”

“Let’s at least try to get it back into the—”

“Go,” barked Bridgette. “I’ll figure it out. I’m not being nice, I’m saying I don’t want to go any further with you because I don’t think you guys know what you’re doing. You don’t seem to have any equipment, you don’t take precautions. I’ve watched you point that gun everywhere, you don’t pay attention. You’re not careful. You’re not, you know, trained.”

Snowball had waddled over to a shelf full of jars that seemed to be filled with fleshy orbs and was in the process of trying to get one down.

John said, “You’ve kind of caught us on a bad day.”

“No, I haven’t,” snapped Bridgette. “I think you’re going to leave this room, if you can even find a door, and I’ll either never see you again, or your bodies will turn up somewhere inside out, just like Jumbo’s. Because I’ll tell you right now: Jumbo had his shit together. He ran a business. He dodged his taxes for twenty years and when the IRS did an audit, they had to pay him. Jumbo knew everybody in this town, he could fix machines he’d never even seen before, he’d been all over the world. The way you guys talk about him like he was some redneck who got caught up in something he didn’t understand? I’ll tell you right now, he was twice as smart as both of you put together.”

Snowball, which was now clutching the jar to its chest, said, “Jumbo? Is Jumbo okay?”

Bridgette went and took the jar from Snowball and set it back on the shelf, whispering reassurances to the creature.

I said, “Suit yourself.”

We made our way through shelves and stacks to find what appeared to be the only exit. The opening was perfectly round and the door that sealed it was smooth and crimson, like glass, or cherry Jell-O. Some letters were etched into it in another language and they probably spelled something like “Employees Only.”

“I don’t see a knob or anything,” said John.

“Oh, it’ll open,” I said. “Above us are several million combatants who died trying to get into this place. We walked right in. They’ve been waiting for us. Emperor Jumbo or, whoever.”

“What do we do if we meet him?”

I reached out and touched the crimson door, which felt like smooth gemstone under my fingers. It immediately opened, pulled equally in every direction, six pointed pie slices that were sucked into the walls.

“Find out what he knows about Amy,” I said. “Then we’ll bring this whole cursed structure down.”

John glanced around the room, as if assessing its destructibility. “How would we do that?”

“I don’t know yet. But I know it can be done, and I know that we’re the ones to do— OH, GODDAMN IT.”

The crimson door had fully opened, revealing what lay beyond. My stomach fell at the sight of it:

More goddamned stairs.

So down we went, me with the shotpistol (five shells inside, ten more in my pocket) and John with the tiny gun he was currently clicking back into place at his elbow so he could activate it again at the first sign of an enemy. I suspected that any of the KIAs in the ash above us would probably have found our loadouts insufficient, but what did they know? Bunch of dead assholes. Then I wondered what they would have given to have found this extradimensional shortcut past the bony ramparts above. Or what they would do to a man if they thought he knew the location and refused to tell them. All those lost friends and comrades left screaming in the ash with their limbs shredded and their guts hanging out, strong men and women fed into a meat grinder year after year, apparently for decades. And then here’s this wiseass small-town mechanic who’s just casually popping in and out to grab a bottle of alien liquor? The concept of mercy would not exist in that interrogation room.

Three flights of stairs, spiraling down. Four.

This was the calculus that ran through my mind when I’d watched the lizard scurry off into the dust, that we wanted Amy to be here, with this side, even with their palace of bone and meat and army of crustaceans. That’s because it was the other side who had sent the Penetrator and had almost certainly sent him specifically to find this entrance. It was LeSabre who had been dispatched to prevent that from happening. If the other team had Amy, then they surely would assume she had the information they’d tried to torture out of Jumbo. But if these guys had her, well, who knew what they were thinking but there was at least a chance they would be willing to trade. No doubt what they would ask for in exchange for her would be a series of unthinkable horrors, if not unfettered access to our own universe for their own crabby needs. But, hey, every negotiation has to start somewhere.

After too many stairs, we finally landed in a room that certain people in my time would call a “man cave.” Two leather chairs the size of thrones sat on opposite sides of a fire pit, though I couldn’t see how lighting it wouldn’t have instantly caused everyone in the room to die of smoke inhalation. Under each chair was a rug made from the hide of an unfamiliar animal. One entire wall was obscured with a heavy curtain, as if blocking a window.

“You’re late,” said the man sitting in one of the chairs whom I’d failed to notice until he spoke.



Amy

She kept running, taking corners until she was out of view of the giant blue sphere. She didn’t know if she was trying to just get to where she couldn’t see it or if she was getting to where it couldn’t see her, but the latter seemed pointless as she suspected it saw all things, everywhere.

She was having a panic attack. She knew it. Her heart was kicking at her sternum and the logic centers of her brain were murmuring in a timid voice that could not be heard over her limbic system screaming GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT. But there was no getting out. It’s true that all she’d seen was one small bit of this world’s equivalent of the American Midwest, but even if she could find transportation to its version of San Francisco or Mexico or Hong Kong, what would she find there? A desert, ruled by savage warlords? A utopia? Would she even be able to breathe the air? And even those questions were nonsensical. If she encountered someone offering transport, how would she pay? How would she know they were trustworthy? And what was her goal, once she arrived at a destination?

She passed by a food stand that seemed to be selling roasted lizards on a stick and then ducked into a bookstore in which the spines were arranged by color, as if for shoppers looking for something purely to decorate their shelves. She passed two women who were drinking bottles of a bubbling yellowish liquid that looked exactly like urine, then made her way to the rear, looking for an exit. A door with an unfamiliar symbol that she assumed meant “Staff Only” was locked. Then she found a restroom and pushed inside, but there were no windows to crawl out of. Now that she thought about it, she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen a window in a public restroom, that was apparently something they only added to Hollywood screenplays for when kidnapped women needed a way to escape.

She went inside one of the stalls out of some primal instinct to hide. She breathed, trying to work through it. There were two known parties in this place—that is, this entire universe—with the ability to get her back home. She did not, under any possible circumstances or events, possess the ability to force either party to do it. This is one of those things you’re never supposed to admit out loud, that sometimes in life you’re just at the mercy of someone else.

The stall only had one of those squat toilets, like she had in her cell (where do these people go when they just need to sit in private and cry?). So she just stood there, leaning against the inside of the door of the stall, when she heard someone come into the restroom.

Beemee’s voice said, “Are you in there?”

Amy said, “No.”

“What’s your plan, here?” Beemee asked, sounding like she was now leaning on the other side of the door, the two separated by the phony wood they seemed to use to build everything here. Hearing her own voice coming from the other side was surreal, like her inner monologue had jumped out of her skull.

“I want to go home,” said Amy, sounding more like a child than she’d intended. “If there is someone here capable of sending me home, I want to talk to them. If they get offended by that request and sentence me to torture, then I guess that’s a risk I have to take.”

“Well, I have good news,” replied Beemee, “there is, in fact, a person with the power to send you home. And he wants to talk to you.”

“That’s convenient.”

“Not really. That’s where I was taking you. We can use the shuttle if you don’t want to walk, if you’re unsettled by the sight of the System.”

“What’s that?” asked Amy, because sometimes you can just hear when somebody is capitalizing a word, like when a paranoid friend insists “They” don’t want you to know what They’re adding to the tap water.

“The sphere you saw at the center of the city, that’s what it’s called. The System.”

“What is that, your god?”

“Not in the way you mean it. This is no superstition. It knows everything, and all possible things.”

“So it’s a giant computer.”

“That’s like saying the sun is just a giant candle. Come out. I want to show you something.”

Amy stepped out of the stall and Beemee said, “Stand right there.”

Amy stood against the wall and Beemee moved to the opposite side of the bathroom. Then the world went blurry and Beemee was suddenly holding Amy’s glasses in her hand. She’d yanked them off her face, as if by telekinesis.

“Where you’re from,” said Beemee, “that would be a magic trick, no? Hold still.”

She floated the glasses back across the room and slid them gently back into place.

Amy said, “There is no technology that will let you do what you just did.”

“Says who? It’s all just graviton particles and quantum strings. Magic and machine have the same root word, magh. Power over the physical world. Underneath the universe was always just the System, and life evolved as a way to talk to it, commune with it. It’s not any scarier than electricity. It’s all magic, until you understand it. Control it.”

“This person you want me to talk to, is it a priest, for this religion of yours?”

“We do not have priests, and it is not a religion.”

“Is it a third copy of me?”

“No.”

“Is it your president? Your king?”

“Pretty close. Come on.”

Amy followed Beemee out of the shop and then back to the same subway station they’d exited. This time they got on board a train consisting of a single car—once again, the pair were alone—and were whisked in the direction that Amy believed was taking them directly under that hovering blue globe, under the System. She felt a buzz in the air, a crackle like the field that hovered over old TV screens. The hair on her arms was standing up.

“If you stayed here, in our world,” said Beemee, “we could fix your hand. Get you a brand-new one. But you would have to stay, it takes years of follow-up to make sure it’s growing in properly, there’s a whole bunch of medicine you have to take. You have to bathe it in this goo to make the new cells grow.”

“No, thank you.”

“What’s it like? To be missing it?”

“Nothing, on most days. But sometimes the ghost hand starts doing its own thing.”

“Was that a joke? Something may have got lost in the translation there.”

“I guess this wouldn’t be common knowledge here,” said Amy, “but when you lose an appendage, you can continue to feel sensations, the nerves sending false signals back to the brain. When I first lost it, I would feel like my ‘hand’ was clenching, I could even feel the nails digging into my palm. Now, every once in a while, I’ll randomly feel like my hand is back and experiencing some specific sensation. Squeezing a piece of wet meat, the fingers being bent backward or nails getting peeled off. Sometimes an itchy tingling, like it’s crawling with bugs. I don’t tell anyone because I don’t want them to worry, but sometimes I lay awake at night wondering if my hand died and went to Hell and is undergoing eternal torment. But the rest of the time, it’s nothing, you get used to it, like with anything else. Kind of like how you guys can walk past a giant sentient floating orb and just sip your coffee and think nothing of it. Humans’ ability to adjust is our greatest strength and biggest weakness.”

The shuttle was slowing, having apparently arrived at their destination. Amy was certain she could feel the pulsing energy overhead now, there again was that itching at the back of her neck like, well, a hand, one that was now greedily reaching deep into a bowl of candy. She felt back there with her fingers just to again confirm that she wore no device.

On the platform was a group of ten or so soldiers whom Amy assumed were waiting to take the train the other direction but, no, they were waiting for her, in faceted pearlescent armor that kind of seemed like something you’d see an angel wear into battle with the devil. Beemee spoke to them and explained their delay, then they were all led upstairs and then down a hall and to a pair of doors guarded by two more men who seemed to have achieved a higher tier of soldierdom. They were wearing ceremonial white armor that made them look like they’d dressed as Greek statues for Halloween, a costume designed to make each man look like a bigger, stronger man, down to the finest detail (including fake muscles, bulging veins, and delicate pearl genitals). If the weapons they carried were guns, they, too, had been designed entirely with the Cool Factor in mind, the barrels shaped like the open mouth of a dragon.

She was led through the doors into a circular office with plain black walls, segmented into panels. At the center of the room was a desk and the man behind the desk rose to greet them, a huge smile on his face. He had a curly mustache and a pointy beard and of course it should have been obvious from the start.

“Greetings,” said the man. “I’ve been waiting to meet you for longer than you think.”

The man had Jumbo’s face and mannerisms and sly charm, a relative to Jumbo in the same sense that Beemee was family to Amy. Everyone in this room was apparently part of that special club, of having a version of themselves appear in multiple, radically different worlds. This Lucius, Amy noted, had no eye patch and she wondered if he had undergone an eyeball-regrowth procedure or if this version just didn’t feel the need for the conversation-starter.

“Sit, sit,” said this version of Jumbo, after shaking Amy’s hand. He had soft skin.

Amy sat, the legs of her chair automatically shortening themselves to adjust to her height.

The man smiled and steepled his fingers. “Look at you! It’s like I’ve been visited by a pair of beautiful twin sisters. You know who I am?”

“I have just enough knowledge of the situation to be useless,” said Amy.

“My name is Lucius, as you probably would have guessed, but everyone here just calls me the Administrator. Sometimes you do a job so well, or so long, that it becomes your name.”

“I want to go home,” said Amy.

The Administrator smiled. “I’m sure you do.”



Me

I wanted to say the man in the leather chair of the Bone Temple Man Cave looked like a younger Jumbo, but that wasn’t it. He was clearly several years older, but in much better health. Jumbo had shown a lot of miles on his face and had a visible gut (people claimed he’d never been seen eating a vegetable), but this guy had the vibe of a retired pro athlete, the kind who would turn up at games and the announcers would say he looked like he could step back onto the field. Like Jumbo, he wore a patch over his right eye, though this one was made of some kind of shiny leather, like it was fetish gear for a super specific kink.

“You were expecting us?” I said.

I hadn’t consciously made the decision to point the shotgun pistol in his face but here I was, doing it anyway.

He noticed our coating of ash and said, “You’ve been outside.”

John, who was also pointing his tiny pistol at the man, said, “Yeah, nobody came to the door so we had to circle around and come in via an entirely different dimension.”

I said, “I’m pretty sure I saw your face embossed in a gold coin, unless there’s just a whole horde of additional Jumbos around here. Are you in charge?”

“I suppose I am, though they don’t call me Jumbo. I was saddled with a much less whimsical nickname. They call me the Scourge.”

“Jesus,” said John, “I bet that elephant was an asshole.”

“What?”

“Is Amy here?” I asked.

“So you’re saying you went out into the wastes first?” replied the Scourge. “How, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Who gives a shit. What matters is that our competence is at a level you cannot possibly comprehend.”

“But why didn’t you go directly to Jumbo’s home to look for a way through? Wouldn’t that have made more sense?”

“I don’t know, dude. What difference does it make, we’re here now.”

“Forgive me,” said the Scourge, “it’s just that we modeled this situation down to the finest of fine details, we’re talking finer than a frog’s hair, and it was quite a surprise when I found myself being made to wait. You’re unpredictable. But not in a good way.”

“That’s because Amy was the smart one and we can’t find her. Is she here?”

“She is not, I am sad to say. She is being held by the enemy, at one point she was in a forward operating base of theirs not too far from here, but we are almost certain that she has since been moved. I would not be surprised if she were speaking to my counterpart at the very same moment I am speaking to you. I swear, sometimes this war makes me feel like a bird pecking at his reflection in a window, pissed that his enemy keeps doing the same thing.”

“She’s alive?”

“Unless something truly unforeseen has happened.”

Relief almost made me lose my feet, but I reined myself in, remembering that I had no reason at all to believe anything this guy said. As far as we knew, this man was who had brought all of this to our door.

“But,” he continued, “you saw what those people did to Jumbo. I worry that what they are doing to her is a whole lot worse.”

“I hope not, for their sake.”

“Oh, I doubt they’ll harm her body. The worse fate I am referring to is what they are surely doing to her mind.”

“And what’s that?”

“Programming her, to turn her against us.”

John grunted. “Dude, that is not nearly as bad. We’ve seen figurative torture and actual bodily torture and that second one is way worse.”

I said, “We are extremely pressed for time,” jamming the gun at him on every word for emphasis, “so here’s what’s going to happen now: You’re going to supply us with a mode of transportation and directions to this enemy camp where they’re holding Amy. And by ‘mode of transportation,’ I definitely don’t mean a giant crab with a saddle.”

“That would not accomplish your goal.”

“Thank you for the advice, Man Sitting in a Fortress Made of Bone Surrounding a Giant Screaming Meat Shaft.”

“I understand it looks monstrous to you,” said the Scourge, calmly. He had never shown any reaction to the guns pointed at him.

“No. I do not want to hear you explain your whole deal. Get me a map and a car. If you start giving me your life story, we’re both going to shoot you in the face and feed you to that furry little monster you’ve got up there.”

“Snowball doesn’t eat meat.”

“Then I will fucking eat you myself.”

“He’s not kidding,” added John. “That is a thing that he can do if you make him mad enough.”

“I understand that you are not in a state of mind for clear thinking,” replied the Scourge, “but surely you’ve sensed by now that we require your assistance. It was I who directed a man to come see you. Just one day ago, in your time.”

“And that man tried to kill us,” said John, “just half a day ago.”

“He believed it was the only way to contain the situation. But, if I am perfectly honest, beyond that, he simply wanted to see if you were worthy. The fact that you are standing here and he is not tells me he got his answer.”

“Well, he basically killed himself on accident, so I guess we’re worthy if he’s your baseline.”

“Does that happen often?” asked the Scourge, with genuine curiosity.

“What?” I asked.

“People suffering accidents in key moments, in a way that clears a path to victory?”

John said, “Not specifically that, but things do tend to just work out, yes.”

The Scourge considered this like it was potentially grave news, then said, “Now that there is … curious.”

“So are you still afraid we’re going to give away your secrets? Because the truth is we still have no idea what’s going on.”

“And yet, here you are, having passed through a doorway you should never have even been aware of.”

“Because we’re looking for Amy,” I said. “But now that we’re here, yeah, I’m not gonna make a secret of the fact that I don’t want any more of the shit you’ve got going on here to leak into my town.”

“And what would you do to prevent that from happening? How far would you go?”

“I’d certainly empty this gun into your face.”

“Well, obviously,” responded the Scourge, annoyed. “That’s like saying you’d happily eat pie even if it meant finishing your steak first. What would you be willing to do that isn’t something you already want to do?”

“I can tell you’re working around to asking if I’d sacrifice Amy to prevent more of you people from coming through. I’m not playing that game.”

“Game? That’s what you see, when you look around you? The facility we’re standing in, this mechanism, we call it the Purifier.”

I edged toward him, aiming right at his good eye. “We could not give less of a shit what you call it or what it does.”

“Don’t you want to know what it purifies? Surely you understand this is relevant to your own lives, and your world.”

“It’s a humongous altar for human sacrifice,” said John. “You’re torturing people on an industrial scale because, I’m just going to take a wild guess here, a shadowy being appeared to you in a vision and said that, in exchange, he would make you the ruler of all you survey. So who gets glued to the meat tower? Prisoners of war? Criminals? People who don’t pick up after their dogs?”

“Whoever needs purified. Suffering is always part of the mechanism of life, no prey wants to be eaten, many mothers do not survive the breeding process.”

I groaned. “If you’re not gonna help us get to Amy, then I’m gonna go ahead and blow your face off and we’ll be on our way.”

“There are two possible outcomes for her, and only two. They will either release your woman back to your world after having poisoned her mind against us, or she will resist and be killed in the process. Regardless of your misplaced confidence in your own capabilities, by the time you arrived at their gates, she would be long gone. One way or the other.”

“I’m pretty sure they could poison her mind against you just by driving past your giant meat shaft bone palace,” I observed. “She knows good guys don’t build things like this.”

“When I contacted Jumbo years ago, I didn’t have to convince him to go along with our vision. I just showed him what was possible. Let him taste our world. Not the ruin of ash you passed through, but a sample of our true world, a green and pure place that does not know crime, or deception, or betrayal. When he glimpsed it, he wept and said it was like heaven. He asked if he could be brought there to live out his elder years, when he finished his work. That was our trade. He helped to prepare the mechanism on his end, for a promise that I would take him home.”

“So this connection you created between his basement and yours isn’t just so you can hang out here and drink?”

“You think I directed our people to spend two hundred years building this temple so that I could drink with the lawn mower repair version of myself?”

“So you’re immortal?”

“Not at all,” replied the Scourge. “I can come here from my home world, give orders, leave, then return in a month to check up on decades of progress. The natives here regard me as a deity, because I appear to never age. A legend, handed down from generation to generation, some doubting my existence until they lay eyes on me themselves, smiling and wearing the same shirt depicted in their history books. Everyone here works and fights with a single goal.”

“Jesus Christ,” I said, “you seem desperate to tell us what your plan is, so go ahead. You have eight seconds.”

“I can convey it in a single word: peace. To finally put an end to this awful war. And eventually, all wars.”

“But not by learning to coexist,” I said. “I mean, you are called the goddamned Scourge. So the other side, the side you claim is holding Amy, they figured out what you were doing, that you had managed to connect with yet another world, our world. Then they sent a Penetrator over to, what? Get intel? Is that why they worked over Jumbo?”

“They did what they did because they follow a crazy god whose motives are incomprehensible to a disease-free mind.”

“And this is your pitch to us to help you win? To help you ‘purify’ this world and feed everybody here into your Tower of Torture?”

“I am not here to convince you. I am here to tell you that this is what you’ll do. You’ll choose it of your own accord.”

“And what happens if we don’t? We get purified?”

“You misunderstand,” said the Scourge. “When I first encountered Jumbo, I brought him here and sat him down with a drink in his hand, and let him watch a performance. He immediately understood.”

He gestured at the curtain.

“Oh, goddamn it,” groaned John. “What is this?”

“Watch,” he said, “and be enlightened.”



Amy

“First of all,” said the Administrator, “not only is David alive, but he is just a few miles away, in enemy territory. He and his friend are inside a, well, you don’t have a term for what it is. You could call it a citadel, a hive, a temple, an organism, a machine. What stands at the surface is just the tip, the rest extends thousands of feet underground, with tendrils digging for miles, drawing energy from the magma. They call it the Purifier. And perhaps that is all that matters, that its intended purpose is to sterilize resistance from not just our world, but every world.”

“They’re being held prisoner there?” asked Amy.

“We don’t know. And in case you think I’m being evasive, let me assure you that we are desperate to know. You must understand, their presence there is … extremely surprising. The System had modeled a resolution to this situation and the actions of you and yours have broken that model. So we are attempting to adjust on the fly.”

“You’re surprised they were able to get inside?”

“Let me put it this way: We have spent an ocean of lives trying to crack that structure. It is protected by a field that prevents our soldiers from perceiving it with any senses or instruments. To them, there is simply an invisible wall in the wastelands, a circle that nothing can penetrate. Troops and projectiles simply vanish at the threshold. Not even the shock waves of a detonation affect it, even those emanating from a low-yield nuclear device. We have rained down upon that hive high-energy beams and hypersonic missiles and nerve gas. We have attempted to fly directly overhead and never found a top. That unholy structure exists inside a cylinder that our experts struggle to categorize as anything but literal magic, a power that thwarts even the infinite problem-solving powers of the System. And your man and his friend just walked in, somehow. You know of the Manhattan Project? Imagine if the test at Trinity had failed, only for the scientists to find out a farmer had built a working atomic bomb in his backyard, on accident, while drunk on moonshine.”

“I think in that scenario,” said Amy, “feds would swarm the farm, seize the device, and, if the farmer resisted, torture him until he told him how he did it.”

“But only if he resisted. If he offered his assistance, they would welcome it.”

Amy said, “Well, I could tell you that if you let me go, I’ll go back and do everything I can to help you people win somehow. But you’re not dumb enough to believe that. Or, rather, the superintelligence that makes all your decisions surely isn’t.”

“Will you allow me to tell you a story? A true story, about what kind of things we are fighting. It won’t take but a moment.”

“I’m in no position to refuse.”

“The Corruptors,” began the Administrator, “frequently disguise themselves as human so that they can infiltrate our colonies. They are identifiable only in that they tend to be beautiful. Everything is a joke to them, you see, and part of the joke is creating in us a fear and mistrust for anyone tall, or strong, or physically attractive. One day, a pair of handsome fellows snatched my wife and baby daughter from me during one of my trips here. My wife, they held here for six months in my time, but fifty years here, then they returned her to me a doddering octogenarian ruin of wrinkles and bones. My daughter, who knows? You would think me cruel or insane to hear me say that if she is still alive, that I do not want her back. But I say it with good reason. You would say the same, if you knew what I know.”

“Well, I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Let me finish. See, many believe I got off easy. The Corruptors’ favorite activity is to seize entire families, many of whom have no connection to the military or any hostile activities here. They seem to be chosen purely because they are upstanding citizens, known to their peers for their kindness and moral fortitude. They will then transport them back to their terrible hive, a towering horror of bone and meat that reaches into the clouds. They will put a family in a cell and then send in a specially bred creature, a kind of arachnid, that will inject the father. The venom will rearrange neurons in the man’s brain and produce certain hormones, permanently corroding the areas of the frontal lobe that dictate impulse control. This will fill the man with irresistible urges, which he will then act out on his own loved ones. They record these events and hack into our displays so that they play on every screen, in every colony.”

All the panels around Amy blinked to life, the Administrator’s entire office taken over by a video that repeated across the screens, the image so vivid that it looked to Amy like it was occurring live on the other side of the glass.

“Watch,” he said. “Look at what they do to us.”



Me

The curtain retracted and revealed a brightly lit room, separated by a transparent membrane that wasn’t quite glass. In that room were a woman and two children—a boy and a girl—all three chained to the floor. Then there was a man lying across the room, unconscious, but unbound. Nothing was moving in the room, until it was:

From the ceiling dropped a pale creature the size of a woman’s shoe, a skittering thing with the tail of a scorpion and too many eyes. It crawled over to the unconscious man, climbed up his arm to his neck, and stung him. This startled the man awake, frantically flailing and slapping the creature away. He then noticed the woman and two children and called out to them, like they were familiar to him, though no sound escaped the membrane. Then the poison of the creature seemed to take effect and he put his head in his hands and began breathing heavily.

I turned and put the gun on the Scourge and said, “Let them out.”

“That is not possible, even if I wanted to. Watch, please. It is important that you understand.”

The imprisoned man struggled with the effects of the venom, pacing around the room while the scorpion thing just crouched in the corner, as if observing. The man kept shooting glances over at the children on the floor. He was screaming something at the ceiling now, as if questioning or making demands of his captors. He was sweating, squeezing his eyes shut, pacing, breathing, gritting his teeth.

Then he lunged for one of the children, I thought to try to rescue them, but he wasn’t doing that and I heard John scream for the man to stop. But I wasn’t going to bother with that shit, I walked over to the membrane, prayed it wasn’t bulletproof, aimed at the man and pulled the trigger.

The shot I fired at the predator beyond the membrane did not reach him, because he wasn’t actually there. Instead, the wall went dark and where the buckshot had pierced the membrane, dark ooze leaked out. It was just a kind of broadcast and what we watched could be happening miles away, or five years ago. Or not at all.

I stared at the dark, leaking membrane and said, “I just have one question.”

And then on the final word I spun and shot at the Scourge. Or, rather, I shot at his empty chair, because he’d vacated it while John and I were distracted.



Amy

“Turn it off,” said Amy, who was staring between her knees at the floor, covering her ears as best she could.

After a while, all of the overlapping noises of struggle went silent.

“That,” said the man behind the desk, “is what the Corruptors wish to do to all of existence. Not just this world, but all the worlds.”

“Just tell me what you want me to do. I’m so tired. I shouldn’t even be here! It was an accident!”

“There are no accidents, only the clashing of wills, of moves and countermoves.”

“And all your moves are made by the gigantic rotating eyeball above us. Do you also have one of its hands on the back of your head?”

He turned to show it to Amy. “Why deny myself the resource? It has the thinking power of ten trillion of my brain, a full catalog of all previous events and knowledge of all possible outcomes of every choice.”

“So you’re a puppet. Just like the guy in the video.”

“I am free to take any action I like. But to intentionally take an action that is guaranteed a destructive outcome would be a kind of sickness, like a man who insists on cutting off his own fingers for fear they might otherwise do harm. If the System shows me the path to avoid destruction, why would I not take it?”

“So your man you sent into my world, he gets orders on his Manus Dei to spend days torturing Jumbo—my world’s version of you—and the way things work here, he doesn’t have to think through it, he just defers to the all-seeing orb and that’s that? No guilt, no regrets, no rumination?”

“What would you depend on, if such a choice were before you? Your ‘gut’? A subconscious built on obsolete evolutionary adaptations and superstitions? All conscious minds defer to an unseen decision maker. The goal should be to make sure you’re deferring to one that actually knows what it’s doing.”

“I’m sorry, am I talking to you right now, or the orb? If it’s the latter, maybe I should just talk to it directly.”

And as she said it, she felt that itching at the back of her skull. She slapped her hand back there and this time she caught it: the slick, staticky surface of the device they’d stuck back there weeks ago, the one that had used its influence to hide itself, manipulating her perceptions, fooling her fingertips into feeling only flesh.

She stood. “Get it off me. Now.”

She dug her fingers under the Manus Dei, trying to tear it free, and swore that she could feel its crystalline fingers flexing and digging in.

She fell to her knees.

“GET. IT. OFF!”



Me

The one other exit was now standing open and I assumed that Mr. Scourge was hauling ass down the hall, cackling about how much fun it is to be unapologetically evil.

I took off in that direction but then John caught my arm and said, “Oh, fuck me.”

What he’d noticed was that the ceiling of the hallway I was heading toward was wriggling with pale legs. These were identical to the hand-sized arachnid we’d just watched in the Scourge’s snuff film, the one that had seemingly rewired a man into a predator with a single sting. There were dozens of them and now we were running the other way. One of the bugs dropped down from above me and got tangled in my hair. I flung it aside, then heard John curse behind me and he was knocking one off his shoulder and brushing another off his pants. In that moment, I had no idea what effect the corrupting venom would have on me, if any. As for John, well, injecting brain-scrambling chemicals into him would be like sending a sniper to assassinate a slime mold.

John swore and skidded to a halt and I screamed, “MOVE!” already fearing that he’d gotten stung and that the first instructions from the poison were for him to stop, and then to try to stop me.

“IT’S GOT THE HAND!” he said. “THE CRYSTAL HAND! One of ’em snatched it and ran away!”

“FORGET IT!”

He needed no convincing. We sprinted out of the man cave and up the stairs, pursued by the static of needlelike feet. Several of the bugs landed on John at once but he shed his top flannel shirt and flung it down the stairs behind him, then did it again with the next layer. One of the bugs landed on my gun hand, as if intending to disarm me, but it positioned its body over the barrel and I just squeezed the trigger and blew it apart.

“That one was a dumbass,” I said as we arrived at the top of the stairs, every muscle in my body absolutely on fire with the exertion.

I fully expected the circular crimson door up there to be sealed and locked, but it was standing open and, once we spilled through into the sprawling wine cellar/Bass Pro showroom, the six red pie slices of door shot out from the circular opening, clapping together and crushing several of the bugs in the process. Then John and I stood there, sucking wind, staring at the door and waited to see if the bugs knew how to open it.

“What’s going on?”

We spun to find Bridgette walking toward us, holding a wine bottle. Waddling on the floor next to her was Snowball, clutching a filthy chicken-shaped dog toy to its chest.

I caught my breath and said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think we have to blow up Jumbo’s house. Just, collapse it in on the basement. Then bury all of it under concrete or, whatever we can find. This has to be sealed off.”

“You really think that will do it?”

I didn’t need to answer, because nobody in the room actually thought that would permanently solve the problem, probably not even Snowball.

John turned back to the door and said, “I don’t think I hear them on the other side, but—”

“OHMYGOD!”

That was Bridgette, reacting to the sight of one of the pale arachnids clinging to John’s back. I ran over to grab it off him and it leapt at me, landing on my forearm. I yanked it off, its legs scaping across my skin, drawing threads of blood. I flung it to the floor and aimed the pistol at it. The bug knew what I was doing and hopped from side to side, never letting me draw a bead. Then it aimed itself in Bridgette’s direction, crouched, leaped, and vanished from my field of vision. Then I heard Snowball say, “Hold still!” and it was now clutching the arachnid, having apparently leapt to snatch it from the air. Snowball inspected the bug for a moment with curiosity then, in a flash of fluid movement, bit the thing’s head off.

Bridgette gasped. Snowball got a look on its face, wrinkled its snout, then spat out the bug’s head and muttered, “Salty.”

“I thought he didn’t eat meat,” said John.

I shook my head. “Nobody sticks with that diet for long.”

“Did it sting you?”

“No. It scratched the hell out of my arms. You?”

“No.” He felt around his back. “It was on my shirt. Probably couldn’t get through.”

“Are you sure?”

“As sure as you are.”

Bridgette glared at us. “What exactly did you do?”

I said, “We talked to Jumbo’s dimensional twin. The one who’s the king here or whatever. He’s an asshole. Amy wasn’t there.”

“What did you find out?”

“Just those two things, then we had to run away.”

John said, “We have to get upstairs before those bugs figure out how to open the door.”



Amy

“Remove it,” said the Administrator. “It’s okay.”

Beemee came over and said, “Take your hand away,” and Amy reluctantly did.

Beemee gently peeled the Manus Dei off and showed it to her, as proof.

“Why did you lie to me?” asked Amy. “Wait. If it can manipulate my perceptions, how do I know it didn’t just manufacture the sight of her taking it off me?”

“I apologize,” said the Administrator. “We’re doing everything we can to convince you and I believe we’re doing a poor job. We thought if you could connect directly it … I don’t know. For some reason, it didn’t work. We just wanted you to understand.”

“Understand what? You’ve bombarded me with propaganda. I’m convinced, you guys are not as bad as those other guys. So?”

“We need your help.”

“To do what? What specifically is the Orb telling you to make me do? Fight in your army? Go spy on the other team? What is it you even think I’m capable of?”

“It is no secret that something big is about to occur. It has been years in the making from your point of view, centuries in ours. I am going to show it to you, then my people will take you home. And I mean into your actual home, we can put you in your bedroom, if you wish. Then, very soon, we will need you to carry out a simple task. If you do it, I promise that all will be well and none of us will have to worry about the Corruptors ever again.”







13 HOURS, 45 MINUTES UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Joy

John had instructed Joy to wait in the yard in case they required emergency assistance upon return, so she was currently on the sofa eating a container of strawberry frosting and watching a recorded episode of RuPaul’s Drag Race. She did not doubt that they would return at some point and would arrive in some state of disrepair, but it seemed extremely unlikely that they would manage to make it back to the same exact spot they’d left from. They would turn up across town, or in Brazil, or accidentally reappear embedded in one of the walls of the house (that last one had happened to at least one guy that she knew of).

The front gate buzzed. Joy considered ignoring it, because nobody who came was there to see her (she was far too ashamed to have any of her cool friends see this place) and there was clear signage that any deliveries were to be thrown over the fence. But John had rigged his homemade security system (built according to YouTube tutorials hosted by drug dealers) so that when the gate buzzer was pushed, the TV would automatically switch over to the security camera feed. So Drag Race was replaced by a glitchy black-and-white video of an older man in a white suit with an ornate cane standing in front of a giant tour bus bearing a giant photo of his own bearded face. There were multiple trailing vehicles and the neighbors were emerging onto their porches to see what pop star or presidential candidate had come to visit. Joy figured that those who recognized the man as author and TV personality Dr. Albert Marconi were preparing to either ask for an autograph or start packing for a rapid evacuation.

He buzzed the gate a second time, presumably because he did not want to deal with autograph seekers and/or meth heads stealing the wheels off his bus, so Joy reluctantly got up and made sure she was wearing pants before going out to greet him. John had tried to install a remote unlock for the gate so you could just buzz people in, but he could never get the wiring right and visitors would be instead greeted by the sight of the upstairs lights rapidly flickering and the sound of John yelping from an electric shock.

Dr. Marconi was taken aback at the sight of Joy. He’d been anticipating John and/or Dave and had clearly steeled himself to endure the annoyance that came with trying to get them to do anything you asked them to do, even if it was something they’d already planned to do themselves. The man tried to recalibrate as he processed who he was looking at, his eyes never once bouncing away from Joy’s face down to her tank top.

“Joy?” he said.

“That’s me. You got any coke in your rock star tour bus?”

“I am afraid not, the carbonation gives me gas. Can we go inside before we are set upon by your neighbors or I lose my fingers to frostbite?”

She led him into the house and, once the door was closed behind them, she said, “They’re gone. All three of them.”

“Gone? As in…”

“They crossed over to another universe to try to find a doctor who can turn a lizard back into a human.”

Marconi showed some annoyance on his face but Joy suspected this kind of bullshit was exactly what he had braced himself for before approaching the gate.

“How long ago?”

“Uh, forty-five minutes, I think? But time in that other world moves way faster so to them it’s been, I don’t know. A day. But they also could have reappeared somewhere else around town already. Or maybe they blinked themselves into the middle of the ocean and have already drowned, their bodies as we speak being defiled by dolphins, aka nature’s perverts.”

“They couldn’t have waited for me to arrive?”

“I think they specifically were trying to avoid you.”

The man made a show of grunting and sighing, leaning on his fancy cane. It had an obsidian skull at the top.

“Do you mind if I sit?”

“Is it your plan to wait here until they come back? If so, I hope you like Drag Race.”

He sat on the sofa, taking a moment to admire the faux white leather or possibly to identify the stains. His eyes wandered around the room, clearly noting the various damage from the fight with the tall hunk several hours ago but choosing not to ask for details.

“You and I have not had the chance to speak one-on-one,” observed Marconi.

This was true, though sometimes she would duck into the guys’ video calls and ask Dr. Marconi if he could look at a rash, just to force him to explain that he wasn’t that kind of doctor.

She said, “You’re right, Doctor, we haven’t. I’ve been meaning to ask about my neck, it hurts when I do this.”

She waggled her head back and forth.

“Then you should stop doing that. Would you ever consent to being interviewed?”

“For your little TV ghost-hunter show? What would be the point?”

“It wouldn’t have to be for the show. Just for me. For research.”

“What do you do with your ‘research’ aside from making your little TV show? Sell books and collect cash from rubes on the public speaking circuit?”

Marconi’s expression didn’t change. He studied her face like a scientist studies a rat it’s about to dissect.

“May I ask you a question?” he asked.

“You mean a second question, after that one?”

“How do you feel about penis thieves?”

“What?”

He shifted on the sofa and leaned his cane against the armrest. “There have been dozens of mass panics in West African countries and elsewhere regarding witches using magic to ‘steal’ the penises of men, causing their genitalia to shrink or disappear into their body entirely. Accused witches have been lynched for this as recently as last year. What do you think about that?”

“I think that wherever you find men, you find weird insecurity about their dicks and that manifests itself in all sorts of horrific ways.”

“But it does not concern you, as a phenomenon.”

“I’m not worried about anybody’s penis getting stolen, I actually know like six guys whose lives would be improved by that. It bothers me that innocent people die over a silly superstition, which it seems like your little show probably is making worse.”

The man nodded, in what seemed to Joy to be a particularly smug manner. “When you look around this town, what do you find is conspicuously missing?”

“What’s missing? All sorts of things. Sharks. Good Indian restaurants. Mountains. Acrobats. Submarines. Your questions are annoying.”

“What you do not see around you is an army. But that was not always true. Are you aware of that?”

“Yes,” said Joy, who was not enjoying this man’s roundabout method of discourse. “I know that several years ago, rumors of monsters and parasites and walking dead caused the government to send in the National Guard and hundreds of people died. Lots of books were written about it.”

“‘The Great Zulu Panic’ is the title of its Wikipedia page. And lots of books continue to be written about it, each positing a different theory as to how it began. Ergotism. A tainted batch of hallucinogenic recreational drugs. Secret government experiments that created monsters. Secret government experiments that created madness. A tainted water supply, possibly at the hands of foreign infiltrators. Mass demon possession. Faeries. The earliest, most accurate accounts are forgotten, replaced by volumes of shoddy research and outright fabrication. Do you know what all of these narratives have in common?”

“Do your friends find it annoying when you phrase your conversations like pop quizzes?”

“I only do it when it is very, very important that I know the listener is paying attention, which I accomplish by forcing them to participate rather than merely listen. What do all of the stories have in common?”

“I don’t know, Doctor. They’re all stupid?”

“Yes! Specifically, they all make the townspeople look ridiculous. The reader does not see themselves in these accounts, but a frivolous Other. Ignorant ‘rubes’ as you put it, ruled by suspicion, violent white trash under the influence of this substance or that. The town and its people have been the subject of mockery, the incident spoken of as if it occurred long ago, to a more primitive populace. Outsiders speak of it with the same smirk and rolled eyes with which they would speak of the penis thieves in Congo: as a morbidly amusing curiosity.”

“Hold on. You’re saying the goal of your shows and your books is to make everyone in this town look like a bunch of chuckletits?”

“I did not say that it was a particularly difficult task.”

“And that somehow keeps the Army from coming and taking this all over?”

“You have seen what happens to countries after they discover oil, or gold, or rare earth minerals under their soil. Future archeologists will note the period as a layer of ash and bone. It is in the interests of everyone—you, me, the United States government, all living beings that call this earth home—that what happens in this town is not taken seriously. That no one come to believe that this place grants access to other planes of existence or possible connections to beings that are more powerful than the combined nuclear arsenals of every nation on earth. Otherwise, this group or that might get it in their heads that controlling this piece of land would be justification for any action, including turning the entire nation that surrounds it into radioactive ash.”

“That does sound like the kind of thing people do.”

“So with each new incident that leaks out to the public in the form of rumors and grainy video, the truth is not an option and secrecy only provokes investigation. So each new incident must be laundered, carefully presented in just such a way as to arouse dull curiosity, derisive amusement, and absolutely nothing more. The segment about this current incident will be preceded by one featuring a woman who claims to be in a throuple with a Sasquatch that suffers from dissociative identity disorder.”

“Okay, I get it.”

“So yes, we are just making a silly little cable TV show, but that show must be made and the show must be both silly and little.”

“So when we write up this conversation later, we’ll just have you farting the whole time.”

“Well, of course I am confident we can think of something better than—”

But Joy could not hear the rest of the doctor’s sentence due to flatulence so thunderous that it set all of the neighbors’ dogs to barking.



Me

“I’m not leaving him down there,” said Bridgette, carrying Snowball as we tromped up the spiral stairs. “Even if I go down and check on him every hour, that’s leaving him alone for four days at a stretch.”

“I get it,” I said, quietly annoyed at how easily she was doing the time conversion math. “But I cannot emphasize enough that things that cross over can turn into other things. One form is to get you to let your guard down, the other hollows you out and wears your skin.”

“I want a Fluffernutter,” said Snowball.

“Jesus, listen to him. Who knows what other pervert shit Jumbo taught him.”

John said, “Maybe keep him closed up in Jumbo’s old room, make sure he can’t crawl out of a window, anything like that.”

“If he’s left unattended, he needs to be locked up. The issue isn’t somebody spotting him, it’s somebody spotting him and then pulling out the goddamned high-definition video camera that everybody keeps in their pocket now. And then, within an hour, ten million people know.”

We emerged into Jumbo’s actual basement and watched as the slit in the cinder blocks squished closed behind us.

John said, “I wish we could brick this up for real.”

I said, “We should find somebody with a bulldozer who can push this all over and moosh it down.”

A voice from above asked, “Push what all over?”

That was Milton, who had returned with the flashlight that Bridgette had sent him to get, from his point of view, twenty seconds ago.

He noticed Snowball and said, “Was he hidin’ down there?”

“He was in the dryer,” said John.

Then Snowball said, “Milton! Fluffernutter.”

“I gotcha,” said Milton, talking to Snowball like he was a person. “Come on.”

We made our way up to the kitchen, where Milton was opening cabinets, searching for ingredients.

I locked the basement door and said, “That should stay locked. And probably braced with the heaviest objects you can put in front of it. And we should all get out of this house.”

Milton glanced at me over his shoulder. “You think this is the kind of trouble that can be stopped by some dead bolt and a love seat? That whatever came for Jumbo won’t find us at the Motel 6? Or on the moon, for that matter? You boys can leave if you want. If this is where the threat is gonna be, then this is where I’ll be. Waitin’ for it.”

“Okay, how much did Jumbo tell you?”

“He told me that telling his secrets would get him and all of us in a world of shit. That the less I knew, the better. That the basement should stay locked, and should also remain metaphorically locked as a subject of conversation.” He looked down at Snowball. “We don’t have any marshmallow cream, or bread. I’ve got the goods to make stovetop s’mores. Would that do it for ya?”

“Oooooooh, s’mores,” said Snowball in a reverent whisper. “S’mores s’mores s’mores.”

Milton dug out a bag of marshmallows and a package of Keebler Fudge Stripe cookies.

He noted our confusion and said, “He’s native to Madagascar.”

I said, “Is that what Jumbo told you?”

“What, you don’t think that sounds plausible? That there’s a pure white creature on a tropical island where it never snows? One with six appendages, that talks and eats nothing but sugar? Eh, it was the kind of bullshit you get between friends, where you both quietly agree that the lie is safer than the truth.”

“Did he ever introduce you to a twin?” asked John. “Guy who looks exactly like him?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Milton as he turned on a gas burner and roasted a marshmallow he’d skewered with a fork. “Couple years ago. Jumbo spun me a whole tale about how they’d gotten separated in the hospital. Like a story he’d stolen from a soap opera. But, hey, the guy was identical, so who knows? Said he’d lived all over, in Europe, Africa, Alaska. Said he worked for an oil company, somethin’ like that, work that came with travel. He’d show up now and then, usually with liquor he’d brought back from somewhere. Said he could make a cocktail that’d let you hear other people’s thoughts.”

While he spoke, he squeezed the toasted marshmallow between two of the Fudge Stripes.

“Well, this town being what it is,” continued Milton, “I knew somethin’ was up. The brother never wanted to meet anybody else. So it became a running joke, when Jumbo would show me weird shit, he’d make up a country it came from. ‘This pink wine that tastes like a unicorn’s pussy and somehow makes every voice you hear sound like tinkling wind chimes, my brother got it in Uzbekistan.’”

Milton held out the finished s’more and Bridgette let Snowball down. The creature grabbed the cookie sandwich and then situated himself in the corner, eating it with his back to us, as if afraid we were going to steal it. Milton started toasting a second marshmallow.

“He never showed you his basement?” I asked. “The stuff he actually keeps down there?”

“No, for the same reason you don’t tell your churchgoing grandma about your meth lab. I told him not to mess with the demonic shit. Told him if he called forth a curse or a spirit or a beast, I’d beat his ass. The man was always too curious for his own good. In the end, I think he got deceived by the Devil and wound up in Hell. I think that happens to the people here who get too curious, who decide to dabble in that kind of darkness. I think he’s not the first or the last. I’m told that the demon that did that to him went down in a ball of fire out at the old Best Buy and I like to think that was him goin’ back to where he came from. I intend for that to be the end of it. You understand what I’m saying? You two like to dabble. You wanna do that shit, you do it far away from me and mine.”

I was about to explain to him that the proverbial horse was probably already out of the barn on that but John and I both simultaneously got text message notifications. It was from Amy:

I’m back and I am okay. Come to John’s house as fast as you can get here.

To Milton, I said, “We have to go. And I’ll say it one last time and then leave it: You shouldn’t stay at this house. We’ll come back and seal off that basement. Somehow.”

“No,” said Bridgette, as she watched Milton hand Snowball another s’more. “Don’t ever come back here.”




Joy

When the REEK! noise occurred somewhere upstairs, Joy noted that Marconi was careful not to react, as for all he knew this was the noise John’s furnace made and he didn’t want to seem judgmental. But Joy sprinted out of the living room and flew up the stairs just in time to hear the door to John’s bedroom close and lock.

“Hey!” shouted Joy. “Doctor Macaroni is here! He’s in a fit of rage because he says you need to film your TV show or else the world won’t be stupid enough.”

“It’s me,” came Amy’s voice from behind the door. “Uh, I’m not alone. Give us a minute.”

“Are John and Dave in there? Are you still partly lizard?” Joy tried the knob and found it was, in fact, locked.

“Hold on, we’re not dressed.” She then heard Amy say something softer to whoever else was in the room with her, drawing a response from another voice that also sounded a whole lot like Amy.

Dr. Marconi was waiting halfway up the stairs and Joy sensed that he was exercising the kind of caution that comes with a lifetime spent observing and surviving various unknown horrors. For example, he knew that a familiar voice behind a door in a room that by all rights should be unoccupied was the last thing heard by countless victims before suffering unspeakable fates. But Joy knew that this was really Amy for the same reason dogs don’t enjoy television: Certain illusions simply didn’t work on her.

Then the door opened and there was Amy, actually looking somewhat healthier than she had when she’d left. She was wearing a pair of John’s plaid pajama pants and a T-shirt that said AIN’T NO LAWS WHEN YOU’RE DRINKIN’ CLAWS.

And then she saw that, standing in the corner under John’s framed poster depicting a white heron against a blue background, was another Amy, this one wearing a pair of basketball shorts and a giant yellow T-shirt that said UNDISCLOSED JULY 4 FOREST FIRE RECOVERY FUND. Only this one had two hands and emanated an energy that didn’t even exist on the same spectrum as the original Amy.

“Uh, that’s Beemee,” said Amy. “Or, that’s what we’ve decided to call her. Get it, A-my, B-my?”

Any further words were cut off by Joy hugging her so hard that she couldn’t spare the breath.

Joy let her go and said, “So we have two of you now? I can instantly think of thirty-five pranks we can do with this. Wait, thirty-six.”

“They sent us back without clothes,” said Amy. “They destroyed what I was wearing when I arrived because I guess their scientists went wild studying all the weaves and DNA and microbes, but they didn’t want to send any material back that our people could get information from, saying it would skew events in our world somehow. So I guess they feel like that exchange of information should only go one-way. Got my phone back, though! Hi, Dr. Marconi.”

Marconi only nodded, staring at the other woman. Beemee stood upright and pushed her hair back, studying the room intently.

Amy noted this and said, “Welcome to Undisclosed.” She then turned to Joy. “Is there any fresh fruit in the house?”



Amy

Her phone was still puking up all the messages David had sent in her absence when he and John came barreling through the door, apparently having driven five times the safe speed for the icy roads. Amy, Beemee, Joy, and Dr. Marconi had all been in a debriefing huddle in John’s living room and Beemee’s was actually the first face David saw when he stepped inside. Amy thought there would be some awkward moment when he mistook Beemee for her. Instead, he looked her right in the face and said, “Who the fuck are you?”

Amy said, “I’m over here. That’s my twin from the other dimension. To keep everybody from getting confused, I’m Amy and she’s—”

“Beemee?” finished David and John simultaneously, because they had all spent way too much time together. “Get it, A-my, B—”

“We get it,” said Joy.

David rushed over to Amy and squeezed her and he always asks her not to dwell on these parts of the narrative, insisting the readers don’t care, that they want to move on with all the crazy stuff that’s about to happen. But he held on to her long enough to create an awkward moment for the four other people in the room, who all kind of stood there in silence. She’d only been missing half a day or so in this world, but that was a long time to think someone might be dead; it was a thousand years spent trying to simultaneously picture two futures, one with a person and one without. They separated from their hug and he winced when her hand brushed his side.

“Got a chunk taken out of my love handle,” said David. “Nothing too deep. Yet another scar.”

His hand was also covered in bandages and there were scratches all over his forearm.

Before she could ask, he said, “We got attacked by huge bugs, I’ll tell you about it later. Are you all right? You were there forever.”

“It’s impossible to phrase this in a way that won’t alarm you, but yes, I spent the last nine weeks with the Penetrator’s people. But I’m fine, they hooked me up with my, uh, dimension twin, to put me at ease.”

He turned and looked at Beemee, who had assumed a posture Amy had noticed in herself only in candid photos. Her upper body was rod-straight, her hands were knotted in front of her. Making herself small, looking like a child in John’s giant shirt and shorts.

“Why are you dressed like that?”

“They had to send us back without clothes, for science reasons. But look! They gave me my phone back!”

“They took your clothes? Everything?”

“No, it’s not like that. Hey, listen—I was taken to a facility with professionals and doctors. It was all very formal.”

“Why did they keep you so long?”

“They were afraid. I think my showing up shocked them, they weren’t expecting it.”

He nodded toward Beemee and said, “Who’s she on the other side?”

“Just a normal person! She works on databases or something. Though she does have telekinesis.”

“She does?”

To demonstrate, Beemee reached up, flicked her hand, and the door to the upstairs bedroom slammed closed.

“I don’t have much time,” said Beemee, not for the first time, or the fifth. “We arranged for a pickup in this spot in exactly twenty-four hours over there. They won’t linger, the location is not secure. So that’s—”

“One hundred days here,” finished John. “So we’ve got to get you back by Memorial Day.”

“You’ve got it backward,” replied Beemee. “It’s fourteen minutes, twenty-four seconds and only nine of those minutes are left.”

“Well, we’re sorry for the inconvenience,” said David, “but I’ll be quick. First question: Was it your decision to keep Amy over there all that time?”

“They wanted to talk to her,” replied Beemee, in the tone of a restaurant manager trying to calm a raging customer, “for the same reason you want to talk to me. But they were also monitoring how things were playing out on this side and, of course, events here move slower. She was kept fed and comfortable the whole time, you can ask her.”

“Sure. And the guys who said she needed to take all of her clothes off, who were they? I mean specifically what are their names and where are they now?”

“You’re focusing on the wrong things,” said Beemee, “and using the wrong part of your brain. We need to ask something of you, it’s an emergency.”

“Yeah, I had a feeling,” he said, in a tone that made it clear any requests were denied in advance.

“Why are you being hostile? I’m her, I’m Amy, down to the molecule. Only with my left hand, I guess. They can cure that kind of thing in my world.”

“Yeah, see, that’s the issue. You’re from a totally different timeline but you wound up exactly the same? How do we know you’re not something a dark force birthed into existence purely to screw with us?”

“You think some higher being invented an entire alternate universe just to mess with you, personally?”

“Yeah. If that’s not the case, then walk us through it slowly, as if we are children.”

“And not smart children,” said Joy.



Me

I immediately hated the Beemee nickname because it was too cutesy for this person/thing that had Amy’s body, voice, and mannerisms but not one particle of her soul. I sensed that if everyone in this room dropped dead except for her, she would care only to the degree that it would be something to report to her superiors later.

To Amy, Beemee said, “I have less than eight minutes. Do you remember what you were doing twenty-five years ago?”

“I’d have been three years old, so not even old enough to really form memories.”

“You don’t remember sitting on your dad’s lap in the recliner, playing with his Zippo lighter? Opening and closing the lid over and over because you liked the way it felt when it snapped shut?”

Amy nodded. “And then he took it and said, ‘Let me show you something.’ He lit it and I thought he’d just performed magic. I had no idea it did that. That’s my first conscious memory, now that I think about it.”

“I know,” said Beemee. “Up until that point in history, our worlds were the same. In my world, twenty-five years ago, a guy was spelunking in the old sealed coal mine outside town and … found something. I assume you have the mine here, it collapsed back in the 1800s and there was this contaminated pond at the mouth of it?”

“We do,” said John.

“You call it Mine’s Eye?” said Beemee.

“Yeah. We filled ours in with thousands of tons of concrete and human shit.”

“Okay, well, in my world, a guy went exploring in it and popped out onto a prairie of strange grasses, looking up at a different sky. No sign of people anywhere. He explored for hours, then came back through the mine and found only two minutes had passed here. From the way Amy describes your world, I think your version of that guy just never found it. Maybe it’s as simple as him deciding to take a different path in the tunnels, or changing his mind, or maybe he got a flat tire on the way there.”

“Let me venture a guess,” said Dr. Marconi, “that the man who discovered this rift between worlds was Lucius Kennelworth. That is, your version of him.”

She nodded. “In my world, he showed what he’d found to some investor friends and bought the land. A year later, they started excavating. Some of my earliest memories were all these strangers moving here, like an Old West boomtown. Suddenly every restaurant was crowded, even the gravel country roads had traffic backed up at every stop sign. Then word started to leak out that they’d found a fissure to the future, or another planet, or something. Two years after that, you wouldn’t recognize the town. It was all overrun with these enormous research facilities. You’d go to the gas station and be standing in line at the register with world-class experts from India and China and France. They even built a Whole Foods.”

“Jesus,” whispered John, as if struggling to imagine that last one.

“Six and a half minutes left. So, soon, trucks were going into the rift nonstop so they could build on the other side. Entire settlements popped into existence over there in the course of a single afternoon back home. Everything changed with that discovery, instantly this became the most famous spot on the planet. In my world, there’s nothing left of this town, it’s one giant research facility surrounded by a city. They called it Discovery.”

John turned to me and said, “See, I wonder if we shouldn’t have done all that instead of filling our mine with shit.”

“No, I think we made the right call. So,” I said to Beemee, “it’s only been twenty-five years in the world where you were born, but in the Accelerated Universe you people settled, it’s been twenty-five hundred. Like for us, that’s the same time span as the start of the Roman Empire until now.”

She nodded. “By the time I was ten, companies operating in the AU were coming back with neural implants. I was twelve when they announced they’d developed human-level artificial intelligence. Even as a kid, I knew how strange it was, how fast the world was changing. Things got crazy for a while.”

“But what about LeSabre’s side of it? The Crab People with the Meat Tower. Where did they come from?”

“Well, we don’t know. Very early on, our colonists sent out scouts to find any sign of an existing civilization in the AU and all evidence pointed to humans having been gone for eons. We built up our colonies for years undisturbed and then we started to get attacks on explorer convoys. Scouts would go missing. Eventually they figured out that just five miles away, another colony had been operating underground. And I don’t mean figuratively, I mean they did sonar and found a system of chambers and tunnels, and every time they checked, it got bigger. Five minutes. At one point, a team of experts approached an opening they assumed was a doorway, carrying gifts of food and shiny things. Stuff they thought would be universally seen as a show of goodwill. The next day, that team was found skinned and impaled. The leading theory was that this was the remnants of human civilization, that maybe there were savage tribes living in tunnels all over the world. It was decided that the natives had a right to their existing land and that we’d take a gradual approach to contact.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything in terms of why this colony of crabby Morlocks was run by an identical version of Jumbo.”

“I mean, imagine our surprise when we found out. One day, they sent a delegation over and it wasn’t a bunch of savages or cave trolls, it was these tall, sculpted supermodels who spoke perfect English. They brought treats, these sweet little gumdrop things they said were for the children, an apology for the misunderstanding before. And, you know, it was weird because for those of us who just rotated over on occasion, it was just a year earlier that our scouts were getting massacred. But in the Accelerated Universe, it was a century. Ancient history. Then the delegation left and a month later, everyone who ate the candy had thin little worms burrowing out of their eyeballs.”



John

“Four minutes,” said the woman John had been mentally calling Shitty Amy.

He noticed she was never referencing a watch or clock and he found it unsettling. Humans didn’t evolve to know exactly what time it was at any given moment, since for most of our history there was no numerical notation of the time and if meetings were set at all, it was for “sundown” or some other flexible window. Precision was for machines and John never quite trusted it.

“We sent an army into the tunnels,” said Shitty, and John sensed that this history she was racing through was well rehearsed, the way he’d been forced to memorize the story of Thanksgiving in elementary school. “We lost the battle. Captives from our side were taken. They were brought in front of the leader of the underground tribe and it was another Lucius, an exact twin. We theorized that they had grown him in a vat, as a mockery of our Administrator. The captives were sent back, but … corrupted. Grotesque versions of themselves. Everything they did seemed specifically intended as a horrible mirror image of what we were doing. Our Lucius is just a businessman, he lives in the home world and just pops over to the AU to shake hands on jobsites. This one, the one they call the Scourge, is insane. A pure psychopath. They put up an impenetrable cylinder around their hive somehow and, behind it, they started building the Purifier. It’s actually a weapon of mass destruction. We’re trying to take it out before it goes off.”

“Before he would let me come back,” said Amy, “her Jumbo, the Administrator, showed me the staging area for their big assault on the Purifier. Five million troops, half a million vehicles. Basically three massive cities, ready to march, hoping to get through that invisible barrier.”

“Well, it sounds like you guys pretty much have it handled,” said Dave, “with your gigantic army.”

“But then he showed me drone video of the other side’s army and they outnumber Beemee’s side three-to-one. Pouring up from the ground like ants around their gigantic meat tower thing.”

“And their side doesn’t need beds or tents,” said Shitty Amy, “because they don’t need sleep. They don’t fear death because that instinct has been bred out of them. They have no families back home because they were born in a pod. They get pleasure chemicals from killing their enemies and nothing else matters. Nothing.”

“Very quickly,” said Marconi, in a voice John noticed him using whenever he would strategically ask one question with the goal of getting the answer to a completely different one, “the superintelligence that governs your decisions, was it built in response to the Corrupter threat? Was it created to win the war?”

“Once they showed up, everything we did was about surviving the war. Our cities have walls, every healthy body we can spare from the home world gets conscripted. Two minutes.”

“Hold on,” said John, now getting stressed by the ticking clock. “What specifically does the Purifier do? And why does it require a six-foot-tall slit in the basement of a lawn mower mechanic to work?”

“The Purifier seizes new universes for the Corruptors to plunder,” said the lesser Amy. “Jumbo was just an umbilical for the Purifier, to establish its connection. Once it completes its cycle, the Corruptors will rule your world.”

“So all their crabs and sexy genetically modified LeSabres will come pouring out of a portal in Jumbo’s basement? Who cares, our military will immediately turn them into Rangoon.”

“No. I think you know their power is greater than that. The Purifier does not just open a door to other universes, it overwrites them. Reaches back and creates a new history. You will wake up in a corrupted world, and it will be all you have ever known. The tree and its roots, cause and effect, manifesting simultaneously.”

Dave groaned. “Unless?”

“Unless,” replied Beemee, “you get inside and disrupt the operation. And you already know you can get in.”

“You can’t use your crystal hand thing to go stand in the equivalent spot here and pop over inside their magic wall?”

“You don’t think we’ve tried? They block the signal, somehow. And the passage through Jumbo’s basement wouldn’t work for us. It has to be someone with your … special abilities.”

John found himself wishing that, just once, someone would show up requesting their help due to their other special abilities, like John’s ability to play guitar, Amy’s talent for analysis, and Dave’s fadeaway jump shot. Instead, it was always that other thing, their inexplicable ability to tinker with dark energies without their souls getting corrupted or their bodies getting splattered. Jumbo had made a door he thought only he could use and, unfortunately for several involved parties, that wasn’t entirely true.

John said, “So you want us to, what, go back in there and plant a bomb? The size of that place, it’d have to be a nuke and it would take us weeks to build one of those.”

“I can get you something better. Something that would fit in your pocket and require no training. One minute.”

“How long would we have to pull this off?”

“When I left my world, the Purifier was set to complete its cycle in sixty days.”

John did the math and nodded. “So six thousand days on our end. We’d have just over sixteen years to make this happen.”

“We have less than fourteen hours,” said Amy. “You got it switched again. We’re slow, they’re fast. We’ve got until midnight tonight.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“We’ll need three weeks to fabricate the weapon,” said Beemee, “so five hours here, if all goes well. Plenty of time.”

“And this weapon you bring back,” said Amy, “it disrupts the workings of this Purifier, but for how long?”

“It would end the threat forever.”

“So you’re asking us to wipe them out.”

“My people would be doing it. Our decision, our weapon. We’re just asking you to move an object from here to there. No harder than delivering a package to a friend across town.”

“And you know all this,” said Amy, “because the omniscient superintelligence you worship says it’s the only way. And roughly how many people are you asking us to kill?”

“Exactly zero.”

Amy grunted. “How many sentient people-shaped beings that you refuse to call people for propaganda purposes will be killed if this plan works?”

“Not as many as will be saved.”

John met Amy’s eyes and there was a silent understanding of just how neatly they’d gotten boxed in. Normally he didn’t smoke in the house, but there was a certain level of anxiety at which he basically had no choice. He dug his cigarettes from his flannel shirt’s front pocket but before he could fish out his lighter, felt Joy’s hand reach over and wrench them from his grip.



Joy

She crushed John’s cigarettes in her fist, the man somehow never understanding that nicotine withdrawal was just lung tumors demanding to be born into the world. Drag Race was playing on the TV behind the woman Joy had been thinking of as Effmee (because she did not deserve to be just one grade below) but the sound was muted, so Joy had been trying to follow along with the captions. It lost about 90 percent of the effect, as so much of what happened on Drag Race was conveyed via tone.

She glanced over at Dr. Marconi and saw the gears turning in his head as the awful woman raced through her explanations and rationalizations. She sensed that the man was feeling his age. He leaned on his cane and he kept a hand in one pocket to hide the tremor in his fingers. Marconi was an explorer and explorers don’t live to see ninety. If they do, it means they didn’t explore hard enough and the other explorers in the nursing home probably clown them for it.

“And that will be the end of it?” Dave was asking Effmee. “Because your supercomputer god has worked it all out, you are one hundred percent sure that if we do our part, this is over.”

“Yes.”

“So has it modeled our decision, too? You’re asking us, but isn’t our choice part of what it has already worked out?”

“Yes.”

“And what does it think we’ll do?”

She started to answer, but with a
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Effmee was gone and it was just the five of them in John’s living room.

There was a long silence and then Joy plopped down onto the sofa, unmuted the TV and said, “What a bitch.”

Transcript from the January 10 Episode of the Podcast Fucking Stupid with Joy and John:


John: Here’s how I see it. If you’re a girl and it seems like there are no good men out there, and if you’re a guy and you’re saying the exact same thing …

Joy and John simultaneously, reciting their catchphrase: That only means that our species is trying to go extinct.

John: Exactly. What you’re telling me is the whole machinery of mating has broken down, so what other conclusion is there? You’re just floating in a shifting current, you can’t get all worked up over it. This is your DNA telling you, look, this species isn’t working out, let’s wind this shit down. Let the empty skyscrapers get reclaimed by the vines and bats.

Joy: It’s for the best, really.

John: But seriously, though, there’s no fighting it. Attraction is either there or it isn’t. If you’re into feet, you don’t know why you’re into feet, something just lights up deep in your brain when you see them. So if you’re a nice lady who’s had her feet blown off in an industrial accident and you’re really into this guy but he says, “Sorry, you’re very cool but I’m really into feet and yours are made of carbon fiber,” nobody has done anything wrong, no sin has been committed. People like what they like and they can’t help it. If someday you connect with somebody so hard that their lack of some feature or other doesn’t matter to you, that’s great. Maybe that’s true love. But you can’t just conjure attraction out of thin air.

Joy: Okay, but I think what the listener was asking was why are they simultaneously hearing from society that they’re beautiful just the way they are and that they should stop feeling anxiety about it, while they’re also getting no dates at all? How much do you try to change yourself to become the thing that lights up brains?

John: I think it just comes down to how much you like the part of yourself that they’re asking you to change. Enough to stay alone? Some people are dirtbags because they never learned how to be anything else, but other people really, really like being dirtbags. If you change a part of yourself you like to land a girl, that change is definitely temporary. But on the other hand, lots of teenage boys finally figure out that they need to shower and put some gel in their hair and once they start doing it, they realize they kind of enjoy it. The filth was never a core personality trait.

Joy: But even if it was, you can’t think of the change as unnatural or dishonest, just because you’re going against your own preferences to attract a mate. Especially if it’s this or extinction. Always remember the peacock.

John: You just stopped talking after peacock like you really want me to ask you what you mean by that.

Joy: Well, peacocks’ huge, flamboyant tails don’t serve any biological purpose. They’re just sexual signals, they get the attention of females. So the purely aesthetic desires of one sex literally shaped the body of the other. And look what you get! A beautiful, colorful tail. Sure, it’s useless otherwise, but that’s an example of how external sexual desire can bring amazing things into the world. Another example would be all human art and culture.

John: What?









12 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

We hatched a rough plan and unfortunately the first step involved shooting something for our stupid TV show. Well, the unspoken first step was getting Amy some fruit, which created some difficulty as Grocery Clown closed every day around noon for the staff to take a smoke break. We overcame that via a process I have been told is not interesting enough to include here, so I’ll just say that at noon we were all standing in the cold, eating canned mandarin oranges with our fingers.

Around us, Marconi’s crew was setting up in the empty parking lot across the street from Jumbo’s shop, where yellow police tape flapped in the bitter breeze. Three sad Mower Mafia refugees stood around the warmth of a burn barrel with cups of gas station coffee, presumably trying to figure out what the hell they were going to do with their lives now. There was no need for lights at this hour, but Marconi had his people setting them up anyway. He had all of his equipment out, in fact, cables strewn to generators and audio gear we weren’t even using. He wanted it known in the neighborhood that a shoot was happening. The video he was about to record would be uploaded to his social media channels, rather than saved for the show. It was going to be quick because there wasn’t time for anything else and noisy because we wanted the whole world to know.

“You don’t need to speak or perform,” Marconi was saying to the three of us (you know, me, John, and Amy, the Main Three), “just look at the shop with your backs to the camera. This will represent your lowest moment of despair, when all leads have dried up and it appears the mystery will remain unsolved. If we get this wrapped up quickly, my team can have this edited and posted by noon on the West Coast. Very soon after that, the parasitic ecosystem of conspiracy podcasts and paranormal video accounts will have responded with their own commentary and narrative spin.”

I said, “I get the reason for the shot, I know we’re trying to kill the attention so that we don’t trigger another panic that convinces the president to just drop a nuke on this place. I’m saying I don’t understand why the three of us have to be in that shot.”

“If you are going to survive in this industry,” said Marconi, wearily, “you must understand that humans want to connect to other humans, not just grand ideas and arcane threats.”

“We didn’t even get dressed up.”

“You look like you are tired and disheveled from doing the hard work of protecting these salt-of-the-earth folk from the depravity triggered by ignorance, superstition, and narcotics.”

John was still without a winter coat but had found an old suit jacket and was wearing it on top of a gray sweatshirt with GREAT BRITISH BAKE OFF FANTASY LEAGUE printed on the front. On his head was a baseball cap with earflaps (we’d had to tape over the logo; it was a misprinted Washington Nationals cap that instead featured the W from Walgreens). I was in my thrift store knockoff Carhartt coat that now had a permanent pale tint from the ash, plus rusty bloodstains around the pockets from my wounded hand. My ears were barely kept warm with a gray stocking cap with an old bullet hole in it (I hadn’t been wearing it when it was shot but it made for a nice conversation starter, which sucks because I hate conversations). It turned out Amy’s parka (only two winters old, so basically brand new) had been among the clothes seized by scientists in another universe to study, unless they were lying and sold it to a consignment shop. So she had borrowed four shirts from John and was now layered up like a flannel onion. Her hair was tied back and frizzed out and her face was pink from the cold. So yeah, in her case, it was the hottest anyone has ever looked, but the rest of us looked like shit.

We took our positions and tried to appear tired and defeated, which I thought we pulled off incredibly well.

“I will read off my script, just for the timing,” said Marconi. “The real audio will be done later, as anything we’re getting out here will result in nothing but horrific wind noise. Feel free to act like you are speaking to one another, it will not be in the recording.”

He cleared his throat and said, “And so, Mr. Kennelworth’s shop remains cold and dormant, a memorial to a fascinating life and an unspeakable death. Authorities are not releasing the name of his attacker, but sources say the man’s manifesto tells a familiar story: A troubled individual who traveled here after years of consuming conspiracy content on the internet, convinced that the citizens of this battered town are creatures in disguise, skin walkers and doppelgängers, invaders and infiltrators from some hostile alien realm. It is a tragedy that in a world that provides us with ample tangible threats, some still seek solace in—”

“I’M PREGNANT FROM HIS WEIRD LITTLE DICK!” screamed Joy as she barged into the shot from seemingly nowhere.

She had dressed up, but for a totally different reality show, the kind where women get in drunken catfights in nightclubs.

I said, “Get out of the shot, Joy.”

“I thought we were doing the show? You said we needed a distraction. Well, here it is.” She turned toward the camera. “While his almost-wife was missing, David couldn’t wait one hour to hop in bed with me. I’ll admit, I was drunk and I joined in. I’m a sex addict, I rode his hog like I was going for a blue ribbon at the county fair.”

“We don’t even have you mic’d up,” said one of the production guys.

“Well, get a mic on me! Have you people never watched an actual good reality show before? There always has to be sex drama between the cast. The audience hates how happy Dave and Amy seem, it’s boring. It’s time to mix it up.” She turned to the camera and, raising her voice in an apparent attempt to overcome the lack of a microphone, said, “THEY ARE LYING TO YOU. DAVE IS ADDICTED TO STRANGE POONTANG AND I AM ADDICTED TO HIS WEIRD, QUIVERING PECKER. YOU’D THINK I MAINTAIN A SLAUGHTERHOUSE THE WAY I LUBE UP DEBONERS.”

Amy turned to me and, with an expression of melodramatic sincerity, said, “David, is that true?”

I sighed. “Can we just finish this? It is so cold out here.”

Joy started shouting a plug for her podcast but now John was looking at the sky and everyone else followed suit.

“I don’t want to alarm anybody,” he said, “but is that what I think it is?”

From the ground, the tiny dark cross in the clouds could have been an airliner at high altitude or perhaps a hobbyist’s glider much closer to the ground. Amy pointed her phone up and took a picture.

We huddled around and she said, “ENHANCE.”

I reached over and used two fingers to pinch and zoom the photo.

Dr. Marconi leaned in and said, “MQ-9 Reaper UAV. No external munitions, so just getting pictures. For now.”

“Why would they immediately send in drones?” I asked. “If they’ve got wind of what’s happening, why not put people on the ground?”

Marconi glanced up at the drone and said, “You’re assuming that it wasn’t someone on the ground who made the call. Someone who is growing impatient.”







10 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

“Why won’t you talk about it?” I asked, quietly.

“I did,” replied Amy. “There’s just not much to tell. I was stuck in a little room for ninety-nine percent of it.”

We’d told everyone we needed to go back to my place to change my bandages, which was true. But, in the middle of that, I’d made some comment about needing to inspect Amy for any potential damage and these are the parts Amy always cuts before it goes off to the printer. I guess she doesn’t want a bunch of weird strangers cranking one out to our fierce, desperate lovemaking. So now we were lying in bed, letting the leak of cold air from the window dry our sweat. It was two in the afternoon, less than two hours before the other Amy was due to arrive with her weapon of mass destruction.

“But when you came back from Japan,” I said, “you talked for a month about a single meal you had in a ramen restaurant.”

“Kinryu. My god. I think about it every day.”

“And this was like two months spent in another universe and it’s just, ‘The food was cafeteria food, I got so bored that I wound up doing a bunch of StairMaster and I think it made my butt bigger.’ Like you even needed to tell me that last part, I could sense it from John’s driveway.”

“Because I can tell you’re sniffing around for something to be enraged by. You’re doing that masculine thing where you want to hear that they mistreated your girl so you can get mad, because anger is the only thing that energizes you.”

“Yes, I remember Joy saying that once and you agreeing. I got so mad.”

“And then it becomes my job to calm you down. It’s like that time I told you the loan officer at the bank was rude to me and you acted like you were going to go burn the place to the ground. Yes, I was stuck in a room for months and it was genuinely terrible sometimes and please remember that while you spent half a day thinking I was dead, I spent nine weeks not knowing if you’d been killed in the Gunfight at the Former Best Buy. But I also knew these people were at war, you could feel it in the air, their tension and fatigue. I was just in the way, until things started coming to a head.”

“Okay, but normally when somebody pops by and suggests we help them wipe out an entire civilization, you have a lot of follow-up questions if not an outright refusal. But we’re waiting for Evil Amy to return with some kind of a pocket nuke and you seem into it. So I’m wondering if it’s that thing where hostages start to sympathize with their captors. Stockholm Syndrome.”

“There’s actually no evidence Stockholm Syndrome is real. And I am in no way convinced that this is the right thing to do. Any time somebody asks you to make a huge decision without enough information and insists you have no time to think about it, you should be dubious at the very least.”

“Well, John and I saw the other side’s operation and it’s a giant piledriver of human sacrifice, so I’m thinking that needs to be brought down no matter what.”

“You just switched sides! Do you want to go with Beemee’s plan or not?”

“I absolutely do, I’m saying I expect pushback from you on this kind of thing and the lack of it is making me doubt myself. So, yeah, I guess I do shape my personality entirely by the guardrails of resistance I run into. If you just reassure me that you’re not on board with Beemee’s plan, I’ll be fine with it. Not that I’m admitting Joy was right about how I always need disagreement in order to feel normal. I just want to feel like we’re doing our due diligence.”

There was silence for a moment, then Amy said, “Earlier, when we were, you know, doing that, were you imagining I was her?”

“Who, Joy? Jesus, Amy, that would end with one of us killing the other.”

“No! Beemee. Why would you assume I meant Joy?”

“What? That’s even weirder. That would be incest or something.”

“It just seemed like, I don’t know. Like there was anger in it. Like maybe you were getting turned on by imagining being with the more stern version of me. Wait, why would it be incest?”

“The three of us? It would be like doing it with two sisters. I mean, it’s fine if they’re both just focusing on the dude but I wouldn’t want that, I would want there to be give-and-take on everyone’s part.”

“I wasn’t talking about doing it with both of us. My god, I have never not regretted asking you a sex question.”

“That’s seriously the kind of thing you think goes through my mind? I’m with you in real life but in my head I’m at a movie theater with Beemee while she uses telekinesis to secretly jerk me off? Jesus, Amy, I’m going to be sick.”

“No! Stop! Stop talking.”

There was another silence as I contemplated the unchecked depravity of Amy’s mind.

“I think what is getting to me is the coin,” I said. “I told you about the coin, right?”

“No.”

“It was one of Jumbo’s souvenirs, a solid gold coin with the Scourge’s face on it. While I was marching across the wasteland past all these giant dead crabs, all I could imagine was them in a crab shopping mall, buying crabby clothes and smartphones, digging coins from their purses with their giant pincers. And I realized it didn’t really make sense.”

“Though I do know what their version of the Apple Store would be called.”

“Currency suggests a civilization of beings that can make things and trade and shop and give gifts. Like LeSabre wasn’t a battle crab but he was just another version of one, a thing bred for war. But if they have coins, that suggests beings with wants and needs. It means that somewhere in that bony hive, there are regular people doing regular people things. Do they die, too, if we carry out this operation?”

Amy sat up on the bed, thinking. “You’re right, but it’s fascinating that it’s the existence of capitalism that convinced you some element of their civilization might deserve to be saved.”

“Why not? It’s the one thing animals don’t do. Think how bad you’d feel destroying a wasp nest if you knew it had a mortgage. I say we tell Evil Amy that if she wants to do this, she can do it herself. I think she can get in through the basement if we help her. We got Bridgette in.”

“No,” Amy replied, sharply. “That’s the same as doing it ourselves. I’ll take what she gives us and I’ll walk it in on my own two feet. I want to look that other Lucius in the face. I want to talk to him. See if he can make a case for himself.”

“That won’t work, he makes his argument with arachnids. How’s your head?”

“I haven’t had a migraine in over a month. They gave me something for it.”

“Ah.”

“‘Ah’ what?”

“I see why you’re sympathetic to that side, that’s all. And also, you know, time has passed. Remember, for me, Jumbo was literally yesterday.”

“I promise I can still remember every detail. I didn’t look hard at the rest of him on purpose but I see every millimeter of his face, those eyes. But I also remember them finding your arm in that pile of body parts that popped over somehow.”

“The Penetrator’s limb collection?”

“See, that’s the thing,” said Amy, thinking. “What if those didn’t belong to him? What if he brought those over as a message to us, warning against what the Scourge was trying to do? ‘Here are the parts the crabs snipped off in my world, here’s a taste of what they want to bring to yours.’”

“So you think I was a foot soldier over there?”

“You probably took out a whole army of crabs before going down. Be honest: Were you imagining you were with both of us, earlier?”

“No. Just you. We just made her watch.”

“Ugh, I never learn my lesson, do—”
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John

Society, John noticed, had recently invented a new kind of loneliness: the specific sense of impotent isolation that comes with everyone in the world simultaneously refusing to respond to your messages. You always tell yourself that maybe something is wrong with their phone or the network but, no, the next day they start responding after they’re finished with all the things and people they had decided were more important.

In this case, Dave and Amy had run back to their house to change all of Dave’s bandages and also to fuck each other’s brains out, so John was not surprised that they had not responded to his requests for updates as their phones had likely been flung across the room in a frenzy of lust. While they were gone, though, John had been tasked with getting in contact with Detective Judy Justice to ask if she would go on camera and give a statement that would help bore the public into indifference. She had also not responded, but John supposed she had other things to do, like solving normal crimes if the department had moved on from the Jumbo Kennelworth murder. Marconi, meanwhile, was off with his team trying to upload the video they’d recorded, a task that would begin with driving around the area to find a spot with actual 5G coverage. John had messaged the doctor with some suggestions for the final edit that had, once more, gone unanswered.

And then there was Joy, who was supposed to be swinging by Jumbo’s old house to make sure Bridgette and/or Milton had not gotten eaten or possessed by anything out of Jumbo’s magic basement. She’d taken the Clam Van for that task (her instructions were to drive by, not to attempt conversation) but was also not responding to any of John’s requests for updates. John estimated that there was roughly a 35 percent chance that Joy had in fact driven past the house, heard screams from inside the property, and then taken action that had all but guaranteed their world would end in a Crabocalypse. John had then sent her a funny video he found of some turtles falling off a log and she had not replied or even marked the message with her usual laughing face emoji.

So now he was on the sofa, knee bouncing, teeth clenched, wondering if the acid damage to his cabinets would be a good excuse to remodel the whole kitchen. Maybe he should start now. But then his phone dinged, a winner in the race to demonstrate to John who in his circle actually cared enough to get back to him.

It was Joy.

She had messaged a single, inexplicable photo of a large cardboard box with a label on it that said SALTED BUTTER, 25KG followed by a serial number and a little graphic of a thermometer with a warning to keep at zero degrees Fahrenheit.

He waited for clarification, none came. He texted a question mark. No response.

Then another message came in a few minutes later, this one from Detective Justice:

Your friend Joy has been arrested. Get down to the station to bail her out.



Amy

Beemee fortunately did not beam herself into the bedroom, though Amy feared that just including this reference to such a near-miss might be enough to fuel more of the nightmarish fan art about them that John had found online. For the second time in a day, she had to tell someone to wait on the other side of a door while she got dressed, then emerged to find Beemee wearing the same borrowed clothes she’d departed in. She was carrying a yellow case that was about the size of a lunch box for an extra hungry construction worker.

“This is invasive, I know,” said Beemee, who seemed to sense exactly what she’d almost walked in on. “I don’t even know what time it is here. I haven’t sleep in … a while. None of us have.”

David walked in and said, “How did you know where we live?”

“What?” asked Beemee, who Amy noted had dark bags under her eyes.

“You’ve never been here before, how did you just reek into our living room?”

“The Corruptor visited you here, our man was tracking his movements. That’s not important now. They’re coming back to pick me up in six hours over there, that means I have three minutes left here.”

She held up the yellow box.

“We got it done early. Two weeks with three different fabrication plants working around the clock. They let me give input on design and testing, based on what I’d seen over here. We all slept under our desks. I think the enemy suspected we were up to something, they tried a raid on the lab but they got sniffed out before they could tunnel under the colony walls. Then they managed to take out one of the production plants but they were too late, it had already produced its quota. That didn’t stop fifty of our people from getting torn apart in the attack.”

Beemee swiped her hand through the air and a package of Twizzlers and a teacup on the coffee table magically slid themselves away to clear a spot. She sat down the box and opened it. What Amy had thought was yellow plastic was, based on the cross section, a two-inch-thick honeycomb material that she suspected would absorb any punishment aside from a point-blank shot from ANTON. Suspended in the middle of the little armored box, nestled in exactly nothing, was a glass vial, similar to the ones John tended to keep around the house. It was full of a brilliant green powder that caught the light like glitter, or ground emeralds.

Beemee picked it up and said, “All of that, for this. We call it the Golden Death.”

“Why is it green?” asked David, and Amy could see on Beemee’s face that she’d anticipated this question but was still greatly annoyed by it.

“There is not a single reason I should waste time explaining that. The cap twists off, just like any container you have around the house. Get inside the Purifier, to the first large chamber. Take off the cap, set it on the floor, get out. After ten minutes—plenty of time to get away—the particles will spread themselves throughout the space. Within a week of their time, it will have spread to everyone inside that structure. The whole hive will be pacified, like spraying an anthill. I have two minutes to answer any questions.”

“You’re going to say this is also irrelevant,” said Amy, “but how exactly does it kill them? Is there going to be millions of people screaming and puking blood?”

“It doesn’t kill them at all. Just pacifies them.”

“Well, I know a euphemism when I hear one.”

“No. A weapon that killed in that manner wouldn’t have worked, they’d see the first symptoms and quarantine the spread. This is more subtle, undetectable.”

“How do we know you’re not lying about it being safe for us,” asked David, “that we won’t walk out with this shit in our bloodstream?”

“Oh, it is absolutely not safe at all for you to hang around too long after breaking the seal. I’m telling the truth about the ten-minute escape window and, in fact, that’s the entire reason we added the delay, so you could get out. Just to be perfectly clear: If we wanted to kill you, we could just do it. We wouldn’t have to execute some complicated deception.”

“And we have to walk it all the way down, we can’t just reach through the basement portal and chuck it down the stairs?”

“Well, that’s what we’d have had you do if we didn’t care about your safety,” replied Beemee. “You throw it, the granules will go everywhere, including on you. If you set it on the steps, there isn’t enough airflow to carry it down to the targets. No, just go down, set it on the floor, uncap it, leave. We have done ninety-nine percent of the work.”

Before he could reply, David’s phone dinged with an incoming message.

He said, “We have to go.” To Amy, he said, “That was John, he says we have to go bail out Joy for some reason.”

Beemee seemed to be trying to puzzle out if this turn of events was significant and, if so, why it had not been anticipated by their all-knowing blue orb. “You cannot possibly be serious. I don’t have to tell you what a delay of a single hour can mean over there. I’m sure your friend will understand if she is made to wait for what, here, would be no time at all, while you run a simple errand that will save billions.”

Amy shook her head. “The one thing that could permanently derail this operation is the authorities deciding to snatch all of us up. If they have Joy, that might be the next step unless we smooth it over. I don’t think we have a choice.”

Beemee clearly wanted to say something back. Amy could see it building up behind her eyes and again wondered how many times David had spotted that same look on her own face, having words lined up but choosing not to send them out to splatter against the rocks of the listener’s obstinance.

“I have to get back,” said Beemee, in lieu of whatever she’d actually wanted to say. “I want you to know that I believe in you, in your ability to get this done. But please don’t lose sight of the fact that for every second you delay or are delayed, hundreds more of my people will have died awful deaths.”
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And with a final terrible noise after all those previous terrible noises, Beemee was gone.







8.5 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

The officer at the front desk got that look on his face when he saw us come through the door. Even with Amy doing the talking, he offered us no information whatsoever, instead motioning for us to follow him down a hallway. I immediately imagined him walking us all the way through the building, out a back door, and just continuing walking silently into a lake.

There had been some delay as we messaged back and forth with the detective and at some point it became clear she was stalling, or that at the very least she’d wanted this procedure to go through her and her alone. I felt the approaching deadline chew at my gut but, despite what Evil Amy had said, there was plenty of time. We had until midnight and it was only three thirty. We could take care of this and then have the whole thing wrapped up before dinner. There’s no rule that says everything in life has to be some frantic last-minute scramble and people who live like that are usually doing it by choice.

We’d played a game in the car on the way over, guessing what exactly Joy had done to get arrested. John speculated that she had climbed a fence into somebody’s backyard because she spotted their trampoline. Amy guessed that she’d broken anti-blasphemy laws that had technically never been taken off the books since the 1800s. I suggested that, purely due to negligence, she had accidentally laundered two hundred million dollars for the yakuza.

Detective Justice met us in the hall and she also had that look on her face and I’m sorry if I’m being vague about that “look.” It’s the expression of someone sitting on dire news that cannot, in that particular moment, be shared. It’s that half-assed attempt at normality because they know you know something’s up, but the shit can’t truly hit the fan until you’re all behind a closed door. So now we were heading down a hall past the big, dreary room where cops sat at cubicles and typed up their tedious reports, down a set of stairs to what I was pretty sure was the evidence lockup in the basement. Now John and Amy and I were exchanging glances because we all sensed that we’d been lured here with a lie and something else was going on. So then we all had a look on our faces like we knew something was up but couldn’t let on, so the four of us dutifully tromped down the stairs, saying nothing, and these are the little moments I won’t miss when I’m dead.

We were led past the evidence room and around a corner to a door with a piece of paper taped to it bearing the detective’s name, covering a sign that had previously marked it as a janitor supply room. We followed Justice inside to find that they had, at least, moved out the mops and buckets before setting Justice up with the world’s saddest desk. She closed the door behind us, standing in silence with her hand on the knob for five seconds, as if waiting. Then she opened the door again and turned toward me.

“You first.”

The hallway outside was gone. Frigid air blasted into the office/closet.

“Did you really arrest Joy?” I asked.

“I never lie. Not to people who’ve been truthful with me.”

I glanced back at Amy and John and stepped out of the office we’d just entered, into a cold that was somehow even colder than the outside. There was a low thrum and I was looking at a vast space many times larger than the police station we’d just been in two seconds ago.

I sighed and, without looking at the detective, said, “You do this?”

“Go on. It’s time we started being honest with each other.”

Everyone followed me through and I expected Justice to slam the door behind us and lock us in what would turn out to be a facility in Antarctica. Instead, she came in with us and as soon as she closed the door, swept her hand across the vista and said, “Butter.”

Looming over us were towering shelves stacked with pallets of cardboard boxes, as far as the eye could see. I abduced that we were in the warehouse rented by the state’s Strategic Dairy Surplus, a building housing one hundred thousand tons of government butter on pallets of fifty-pound blocks, kept at roughly zero degrees Fahrenheit year-round. It sat among other warehouses, most of them empty, in what had been an industrial district back when this town had industry.

John sighed and said, “How much butter did she steal?”

“Follow me,” said Justice and once again we were trailing behind her like ducklings, this time toward a boxed-off corner of the structure that could have been an office in a normal building, but was windowless and appeared to be made of solid steel. She walked up to a door that required a thumbprint scan and, when it opened, revealed itself to be six inches thick. We stepped inside, saw what was there, and everyone stood very still and very quiet.

In the little room was a cylindrical glass booth, about the right size to suffocate a bear. Inside was a swarm of alien insects, hundreds of them. Each was pink and segmented and the size of a sparrow, flying with shimmering translucent wings. Their bodies were covered in hexagonal dots that flexed and pulsed.

“Do you know what you’re looking at here?” asked the detective. “This booth is the most useful tool I own. All the weird shit that comes through this town, everything that can disguise itself as this or that, this booth disables their camouflage, forces the thing to show itself for what it really is. And that swarm of greasy alien bugs? That’s your friend Joy.”



John

The three of them exchanged glances that John was hoping Detective Justice wouldn’t know how to interpret.

“These insects have the ability to manipulate perception to the point they can alter memory,” said Justice, “so that you can come to believe you’ve known the person they are imitating for years. You would be lulled into a false security, housing them, feeding them. A perfect parasite.”

John let out a dramatic breath and said, “Oh, wow. And to think this thing lived in my home with me.”

“Yes,” replied Dave, nodding. “Thank you for bringing this to our attention, Detective. I frankly am sickened by what I’m seeing here. I think it’s best that you just give us custody of the, uh, swarm. Or whatever it is. We’ll dispose of it, with extreme prejudice.”

Amy was just looking at her shoes.

Detective Justice stared at them and said, “You already knew.”

“Yeeeeeah,” muttered Amy.

“How?”

“Joy told us,” said John. “It’s a long story, but basically Dave and I went on a bender and when we came to, Joy was already living in my house and she just refused to leave. And then she was like, ‘Also, I’m bugs.’”

“That kind of thing really isn’t a deal-breaker around here,” said Amy.

Detective Justice reached a level of annoyance that John had not previously observed in her and that she may herself have never experienced before. “How many such visitors are there in this fine town, at the moment? You got an estimate?”

“No,” said Dave, “but, you know, the unspoken policy has always been to wait for them to actually commit some kind of crime. Otherwise the system would get overwhelmed, considering how many crimes the regular humans here commit. What did she do?”

“Breaking and entering.”

“She does love butter,” said John. “Can you let her out to reassemble? I don’t think she likes to be seen like this, I think this is like her version of nudity. Because to be clear, she is totally fine with the other kind and she thinks it’s funny how uncomfortable it makes everyone.”

Justice did not move.

“We’re going to need her help,” said Amy.

Dave said, “Unless you don’t want us doing what we’re about to do. I mean, cards on the table, you’re not a cop, right? Who do you work for?”

“Oh, I’m a detective with the Undisclosed Police Department,” said Justice, leaning on the glass tube of bugs with one hand. “Complete with the paycheck and paperwork. But one month into the job, I get sent off to a training, allegedly about how to safely handle fentanyl at a crime scene. I stepped into a classroom in Chattanooga and found it was just me, and that I was now somehow standing in a building in Scotland. A person came in whose face I can’t remember. In fact, I couldn’t tell you if they were young or old, white or black, man or woman. They gave me a speech about how I’d crossed a time-space rift when I stepped through the door, that it was a naturally occurring phenomenon because the Appalachians and the Highlands used to be part of the same mountain range, back in Pangea days. Said the Scotch-Irish came to settle here hundreds of millions of years later, like they could still feel the connection, thousands of miles apart. This is the speech they gave after I put a gun to their head and accused them of having drugged me. Once everybody calmed down, they explained that if I was gonna take this job, that I’d need to be aware of certain things and learn to use certain tools. And that my job would be to wait and watch for ‘the day.’ And that I’d know it when I saw it.”

John said, “And they seriously didn’t offer you any kind of bump in pay? Not even a bonus?”

“Not officially, but it’s the strangest thing. I go to do my taxes, and get a message from the IRS in May saying I’ve overpaid by five grand and they’re sending a check. I get payments for class action lawsuits I never even applied for or heard about, I just got a check for twelve hundred bucks due to exposure to a tainted packet of bologna I’d apparently bought at some point. My first big raid was on a meth lab, I go into a room alone and there’s a bundle of ten grand in cash, just sitting out, waiting for me.”

“I actually think that last one was just stealing evidence from a crime scene,” said Amy. “But you were also told to contact us, right? Because we could help? Well, Joy is one of us.”

“When we first met,” said Dave, “you asked if we were paid informants. Well, think of Joy as one of those, for us. An informant. Somebody from the other side who feeds us info, but who also spends all of her time watching reality shows and making fun of us and eating our food and also never really telling us anything useful. We saw a military-grade drone flying around earlier, is that yours?”

“You think I got a joystick in my cubicle?” replied Justice. “There’s a black budget program to check for anomalies. Something gets picked up by satellite, they send those drones in to do scans. You understand what I’m saying? The activity here is getting noticed. By multiple parties.”

“The government can detect a rift in between dimensions? I’m impressed.”

“They can sense when solid matter suddenly appears or disappears. I don’t know if you realize, but that’s not a thing that ever occurs naturally, the signature is actually fairly easy to detect. The displaced air ripples in every direction.”

“Also makes a weird noise,” said John. “And if everything works out, nobody will be hearing it after tonight.”

“Because something big is about to happen,” said the detective. “Which is what we’re here to discuss.”

“And we will fill you in on exactly what that is and what needs to be done,” said Dave, “as soon as you let Joy out.”

“That’s not how this works.”

“It’s not how you want it to work. Unfortunately, nothing in this town works the way anyone wants it to. This is gonna have to be a team effort, and Joy is part of the team.”

“Let me ask you this,” said Justice. “What would I find if I put you guys in this booth, one by one? Any surprises?”

“What,” scoffed Dave, “you think we’re all bugs?”

“Your buddy Mr. LeSabre, we got the medical examiner to write that up as a vagrant with no ID who fell asleep on the train tracks. She said she would, but that it wouldn’t hold up to scrutiny if some third party decided scrutiny was warranted. You know why?”

“Because his wounds were more consistent with an interdimensional transporter accident?”

“Because his wounds were more consistent with something between a farming accident and a wild animal attack. She said it looked like a pair of serrated blades had snipped him in half.”

John said, “Come on, there’s no way she knows what that looks like.”

“Hold on,” said Dave, sounding genuinely offended, “what exactly is your theory here? That I transformed into a giant mantis creature and ate half that guy and when it came time to make up a cover story, we chose ‘teleporter accident’? I mean, why wouldn’t I just eat the rest of him and get rid of the evidence?”

“What I’m saying,” said Justice, “is you have established that you’ve not been truthful with me. Or anyone, for that matter. You say yourself that you play fast and loose with these accounts.”

“Well, our story isn’t changing on this. And let me just say that even if it had played out in some other way, if I had turned into some kind of monster and ripped LeSabre apart and then John and Amy had had to calm me down to get me back to human by forcing me to drink specific beverages they keep around for just that occasion, and if we then tweaked the story to say otherwise when we relayed it to you, that would have been for your own protection.”

Justice stared. “Is that a threat?”

“No, why would I threaten you? We’re all on the same team. Let’s cooperate. We do that, then there’s no reason for anyone to take any actions they might regret.”

“That really does sound like a threat.”

“It’s not. I promise, I won’t turn into a monster. I mean, if you let Joy out, I’d have no reason to. Even if I could, which I certainly can’t. But you know, metaphorically, aren’t we all monsters?”

“What he’s trying to say,” said Amy, “is that if we all let ourselves get scanned, all you would learn is that your magic booth is not really helpful for determining who to trust. People have all sorts of reasons to try to pass for something less likely to trigger primal fears. In the end, you have to judge their actions.”

“And we’ll pay for whatever butter Joy ate,” said John.

“What if I just decide to throw all of you in jail and charge you with possession of whatever I find in your domiciles?”

“Let’s just say,” said John, “that there isn’t enough butter in here for all the crab legs you’ll have to deal with.”

“What?”

“Sorry he’s being cryptic,” said Dave. “What he’s trying to say is that this time tomorrow, this world will be full of giant crabs and there’ll be nobody to fight them because the war will already be over, retroactively. Let Joy out and we’ll walk you through it. Come on, this fucking freezer is fucking freezing.”

Detective Justice stared them down long enough that John was trying to imagine where exactly this standoff might lead, and if they couldn’t do it somewhere warmer. Then she moved her hand across the surface of the booth and the glass kind of just dissolved; it didn’t open or lower or anything else you’d expect glass to do. The swarm of bugs flew out in a perfectly synchronized formation and took the form of a person, their collective wings joining into a uniform surface. Then the wings shimmered and there stood Joy, looking more annoyed than John had seen her in at least a week, wearing a T-shirt that said ACAB over a photo of Detective Justice’s face.

“Are you okay?” asked Amy.

“Tell them what I found,” said Joy to Justice, accusingly. “Show them what you plan to do if somebody up the chain decides this blinking red dot on their map is too much trouble.” She turned to the rest of them and said, “It’s out there! Some of that butter isn’t butter!”

“How about we all lay our cards on the table?” offered Justice.

“Remind me of what exactly you know so far,” said John, who had lit his cigarette lighter and was holding his other hand over it for warmth.

“There’s a war in a parallel dimension and it’s spilled over here because one side found a rift and a whole new world to plunder. Jumbo was collaborating with that side to let them through, the other side found out and messed him up. Do I need to know more than that?”

John nodded. “What we’ve learned is that the factions in the war are led by two different alternate universe versions of Jumbo.”

“It’s kind of a Parent Trap situation,” added Joy.

“Right,” said John. “Only the twins hate each other and instead of orchestrating a prank to get their parents back together, they’ve each built up civilizations to go to war. One calls himself the Administrator, the other the Scourge. The side our Jumbo was helping has made a mechanism that apparently can punch through reality and rewrite our timeline to one in which they’ve already invaded and enslaved us all with their army of giant crabs. The opposing side gave us a pocket-sized bioweapon that will disable it, but they need us to sneak it in via Jumbo’s basement.”

“And before you ask,” said Dave, “no, we have no reason to trust them. But we have common interests. We don’t want to be invaded, they don’t want their enemy to invade us because that would give them an advantage in the war. If we accomplish the mission, Jumbo’s basement will just be a laundry room again and soon after that, Marconi will release an episode of his cable TV show about all this that his fans online will refer to as ‘filler.’ All the dead and wounded in town will be credited to one unidentified vagrant who died in a standoff with the local police. It won’t even get a true crime podcast.”

“Let me ask you this,” said Justice, “has anything—anything—you people have done ever wrapped itself up that neatly?”

There was silence from the group. John was going to point out that he had recently won substantial money betting on the Super Bowl (a prop bet regarding how many dancers would take the stage at the halftime show) but then remembered that the guy he’d placed the bet with had since fled the country and John was starting to worry that he wasn’t going to pay.

Instead, John said, “Don’t judge the process, judge the outcome.”

“You literally just described the most dangerous fallacy in human society.” She gestured toward the butter. “Follow me.”



Amy

What was bugging Amy was just how good she felt. She’d had chronic back pain for so long that the ache’s absence was a strange sensation. She could feel herself just walking differently, looser, swinging her arms more. Her migraines were a distant memory. She wondered if what she was feeling was what other people felt when they drank alcohol, or did certain drugs. It was an irrational confidence, like she was stronger and taller and competent and sexy, like she belonged in any room and no one had the right to tell her otherwise.

It was freaking her out.

The last time she’d brushed up against a sensation like this was during one of the bad stretches when she got too reliant on her pain pills, when she’d found herself taking them whether the pain was there or not.

They followed Detective Justice down towering aisles of butter and Amy took Joy by the arm and asked again if she was okay, because she’d not gotten an answer before.

“I’m fine,” grunted Joy. “But I’m taking some butter when we leave.”

They arrived at a particular shelf that, like all the others, held up pallets full of boxes of butter, each pallet stacked taller than Amy.

“Let me guess,” said David. “This isn’t butter, it’s C-4 or whatever other butter-like explosive you people use. There’s enough here to turn the whole town into a crater and if you decide the current problem is unfixable, you’ll flip a switch.”

Justice looked at David like he was an idiot, which was a look that Amy knew David secretly didn’t mind from authority figures. He liked it when people thought he was stupid, it’s why in these stories he always writes himself as several notches dumber than he really is.

“What exactly would that do for us?” said Justice. “The connection to that other world, that war zone, has been made. A blast and a shock wave wouldn’t unmake it.”

Justice grabbed a specific box of butter and sat it on the floor. It bore the SALTED BUTTER, 25KG stamp that had been visible in the pic Joy had sent John, along with some other information about storage. This particular box also had a yellow-and-black warning sticker on the front that read, CONTAINS TEMPERATURE MONITORING—DO NOT OPEN OR REMOVE FROM THIS FACILITY. The cardboard flaps appeared to be glued shut, but Justice felt around the box until the whole thing split in half horizontally, the top lifting from a completely invisible seam. Inside was a crystal skull that was roughly life-size for a child, nestled in gray foam.

Amy stared at the skull and watched it change from the inside, then took several steps back from it and bumped into David, who put his arm around her. What she had seen inside the skull was swirling blackness, with tiny glowing red dots bouncing around in pairs, like fireflies in a mating dance.

“This,” said Justice, “would unmake it. I call it a Bean Bomb.”

Amy, struggling to speak and not just because the giant freezer had numbed her lips, said, “Detective, I am going to ask you a question and I am begging you—begging you—to give me an honest answer. When you look at that skull, what do you see? What specifically?”

“Just a glass skull. A cheap one, literally think they got it from the Spirit Halloween last year. They told me it has been turned into a conduit to release certain energies and, just in case I doubted, I was shown a demonstration of what it can do. Where we’re standing is the exact dead center of town. If this goes off, those energies will be released in a controlled manner and everything within a six-mile diameter—enough to exactly encompass everything within city limits—will be replaced with fields of soybeans that rustle in the breeze. The history books will show that no town was ever founded here, that the settlers who set up the first mill will have picked some other spot, that the coal mine would never have been discovered or judged to be profitable. All these warehouses and dark factories, all the dead storefronts full of squirrels, the haunted old shopping mall—it won’t just be gone, it will have never been built. This cursed town will be surgically removed from the timeline, retroactively erased from history, and no one outside its borders will suffer even the slightest inconvenience.”

David groaned in the unique way he does when presented with a threat that is both lethal but also extremely annoying on a conceptual level. “So what you’re telling me,” he grumbled, “is that you have a device that executes the exact same diabolical plan the bad guys are trying to do, drawing on the exact same incomprehensible dark energies. Just with the purpose of wiping this town off the timeline so that the Scourge can’t come through and do the same thing with the whole world. Detective, you do not strike me as a particularly naïve person and you can’t possibly think this is going to come off as clean as they’re saying. And to think you just accused us of being overly optimistic about our plans.”

“I have no problem believing this is the only way to shut the door,” said Justice. “Somebody out there knew the bad guys had something like this cooking. You have to fight fire with fire. You go back to before any collaborators and occultists started dabbling, seal off any possibility for openings later in the timeline that could be exploited. This will just be beans and a couple gas stations and, on the other side where those freaks are having their war, they’ll find that whatever interdimensional tether was formed with Jumbo will be severed, because this version of him will have never been born. The threat will be over and it will be totally painless for everyone.”

“You literally do not fight fire with fire,” noted David. “That just makes the fire bigger.”

“Would you survive the bomb?” Joy asked Justice, in a tone like she knew the answer.

“I wasn’t born here. If this goes off, I’ll wake up in Milwaukee or wherever my life would have taken me had this job posting not caught my eye. With no memory of any of this, I assume.”

“Listen to me very carefully,” said David, “I am telling you that this is the equivalent of trying to protect your computer from a hacker by unleashing a thousand viruses. It’s trying to keep out a burglar by setting your house on fire. It’s trying to keep the choir boy safe from the priests by—”

“I get it,” said Justice. “But I also know it works. You think they improvised this device on the fly? This is the last resort when this kind of thing happens. But it is a resort.”

“You’re saying they’ve done it before,” said Amy. “Somewhere else.”

“And you people have lived your whole lives and never been any the wiser.”

“So why hasn’t one side of the conflict or the other sent people here to disable it? I saw with my own eyes the gigantic supercomputer that makes all the decisions for the Penetrator’s side, they can’t detect a magic bomb that can undo their whole plan?”

“There’s nothing to detect. It’s just a glass skull. If you’re seeing something, well, I guess that’s what makes you special. Like those dogs that can smell seizures before they hit. Someone of similar ability would have to be holding it in their hand to sense it and, to everybody else, it’s a fifteen-dollar Halloween decoration. Just like how an atom is nothing special until you split that sucker and then everything is gone in a blink.”

Amy said, “Well, looking at it is making me nauseous on a spiritual level. Can you close the box?”

Justice closed it, the seam completely vanishing to make it appear to be a sealed cardboard box once more. She crammed it back into its place on the pallet.

David said, “So we’re just depending on a butter guard not stumbling across that? And why didn’t they make the device look like an object you would actually expect to find in here instead of something a goth chick would have on her nightstand?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t make the damned thing,” said Justice. “And I can already see your gears turning, figuring out how you can disarm it or, if you think I’m in charge of setting it off, if you can just bonk me over the head. It doesn’t work that way. Think of it as a time bomb, but it’s not set to a clock. See that?”

She pointed at the thermometer graphic, next to the text instructing that the butter be stored at zero degrees. The mercury bar in the graphic was about halfway up.

“When this hits the top, it will go off. It will judge when things have become irrevocable. When it senses the other side is about to come blasting through, it will detonate and all this will be beans.”

The thermometer graphic was just faded black ink stamped on cardboard, but as she spoke, Amy thought she could detect that the bar had risen some tiny amount.

“So instead of counting down the seconds,” said David, “it’s measuring exactly how screwed we are.”

John nodded, watching the box closely. “So you won’t be the one to set it off, but can you disarm it?”

“If I could,” said Justice, “would I tell you?”

“But I’m sensing,” said Amy, “that even though you are confident you would survive the Bean Bomb going off, you’d still really prefer it not do that. I mean, otherwise, why not just set it off now?”

“Of course I don’t want it to go off,” said Justice, sounding offended. “I don’t trust this freak-ass shit. It’s a last resort.”

“Then come with us tonight. Help us see it through.”

“And by ‘see it through,’ you mean take one side in this war, specifically the side that kicked all this off by torturing a man to death? We’re going to carry out a mission on their behalf and that’s going to fix all this?”

And here Amy started to say something to reassure the detective but it caught in her throat because she wanted to say it too much.

The best advice she’d ever gotten was that if you’re in a dispute at work and have to send an angry email, if the email felt good to type, delete it, because it means the wrong part of your brain has taken over. This was like that; she was too strident in the opinion she was about to state, too absolute, too devoid of doubt. And then there was another thought lurking around, a thought she was not allowed to think, a muffled voice from the other side of a heavy wall.

She said, “Take me to your magic booth. I need to check something.”



Me

This was, I’d have to say, the most scared I’ve been in my entire life.

When you’ve been with someone long enough, you don’t need words or even facial expressions to detect panic, or rage. You can sense it in a million ways, from how they’ve tensed their shoulders, where they’ve chosen to rest their hands. You can hear it in their footsteps when they’re coming down the hall, in the particular way they’ve chosen to close a cabinet door. Here, Amy was saying nothing but there were dark vibes radiating off her that were flipping primal switches in my brain. There was fear and apprehension in her, but underneath it, rage. She marched ahead, her jaw set like she was bracing herself to uncover a betrayal and indulging vivid imaginary scenarios about how she would respond. I was scared of whoever could make her feel that way and equally afraid of my reaction to finding out who that was and what they’d done.

God fucking help them.

Justice led us all back to the armored boxed-in room where we’d rescued Joy and then Amy asked her how to use the booth.

“Stand on the circle,” said Justice. The glass part of the booth had never returned since the Joy swarm left, so at the moment there was just a black disc on the floor.

Amy stood on it and, with no action from Justice, the glass cylinder appeared around her as if it had suddenly remembered that had always been there.

“Is it on?” came Amy’s barely audible voice inside and I wondered how much air she had, or if that glass would shatter if I was forced to grab the detective’s Glock and shoot Amy free.

“Give it a moment,” said the detective, and I sensed from Amy’s reaction that something was changing with the atmosphere in the cylinder. Individual strands of hair were lifted and Amy was looking around, as if searching for the source of a noise.

“It’s on,” said the detective. “You still look like a redheaded girl, face so pink I’m wondering if you don’t already got frostbite somewhere.”

Amy then turned her back to us, lifted the back of her hair and said, “Do you see anything?”

And at first we didn’t, but there at the base of her skull was a gleaming crystal hand, just like the cursed piece of jewelry that had fallen off the Penetrator, the one that could get you zapped in and out of the universe. The device they called Manus Dei was a tether to an unspeakable power that, based on the noise she made when she reached back and felt it, Amy absolutely did not want attached to her skull.







7 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK


The worst part about trying to get the crystal hand off Amy’s head is that it knew what we were doing.

We were back at John’s place and I’d gone to work trying to grip the Manus Dei with a pair of needle-nose pliers while watching it through the camera of John’s phone as he held it in front of my eyes. It was continually adjusting its camouflage strategy, occasionally fading or blurring from sight, trying to slip through holes in my perception. But blasting through whatever subterfuge this device was broadcasting was Amy’s obvious distress at our inability to get the thing off. That, ultimately, is what was keeping it in view now, I was at a place mentally and spiritually where I wasn’t going to let this bastard hide from me.

“Here,” said Joy, handing me her switchblade. “Try to slip the blade under it, don’t just carve out that part of Amy’s head.”

“I wasn’t going to,” I said, though I’ll admit I had, in fact, wondered if the hand would have to be removed surgically, if it didn’t have threadlike tendrils that extended into the brain, little fiber-optic hairs.

I carefully slid the blade between the crystal and skin.

Joy said, “I can’t watch this,” and went into the kitchen and continued to watch, just from farther away.

Amy hissed and a drop of crimson ran down the back of her neck. Fury bloomed up from my gut like an oil refinery explosion. And then

REEK!

Beemee was in the room with us, as if called to an emergency by the device.

I stood and faced her with the switchblade in my hand. I wasn’t brandishing it, and surely this woman was confident that her own device’s safeguards would whisk her away before I could lunge for her. Still, if her own little crystal hand could augment her situational awareness, it was telling her that she was in the room with someone ready to kill her and everyone she knew.

She said, “Okay, everybody just calm—”

“Shut the fuck up,” I advised. “And listen very carefully. Get that fucking thing off Amy, with the understanding that your entire motherfucking civilization will come to regret any hesitation.”

She didn’t have to do anything, it turned out. At that moment, the device just fell off on its own, bouncing off the carpet. I saw John go over to film it with his phone, just to be sure.

“Thank you,” I said. “Now, when that first handsome bastard showed up to my house to start all this, he said he could sense that his intrusion into my life had made me angry enough that I was having to actively talk myself out of murdering him. So tell me: What do you sense right now?”

Beemee took a moment to gather herself, then stood with her hands behind her back like a lawyer doing a cross-examination and said, “You see this as a violation of your Amy’s bodily autonomy. I know that pushes a certain button in your brain. These are evolutionary instincts at play.”

“You are goddamned right there are.”

Amy said, “Why did you lie to me?”

“Please listen,” said Beemee. “The fighting has started. The final stage in the war, we think. They’re picking me up in twelve hours over there, so I have seven minutes here. Can we start with acknowledging that you would have done the same in my position? And this isn’t just a figure of speech, we’ve effectively run that experiment. You and I have the same genes, the same parents. The difference is only in what happened to our worlds when we were both too young to understand. So starting from there, I want you to imagine you were driving along and found a starving, beaten woman. Her hands are bound, she’s blindfolded, she has a gag in her mouth. You pick her up and take off her gag and blindfold. She then asks to be taken home but immediately demands you put the blindfold and gag back on. Now she is unable to give you the information you need to get her to safety. Would you not, at some point, insist she at least leave the gag and blindfold off long enough for you to give her the help she needs? Would you not assume that her dependence on the blindfold and gag was irrational, a kind of superstition or a lingering effect of her captivity?”

“That is my favorite argument technique,” replied Amy. “‘My actions make perfect sense, as long as you imagine a completely different situation.’”

“It’s different only in the sense that the reality is even more true than my example. Manus Dei grants the function of additional senses and means of expression that are far more important than either sight or sound. In asking for the device to be removed, you were asking us to make you impaired, as you are impaired now. I can already see the doubts entering your mind, but those doubts are about as real as the meaningless spots of light you see when you close your eyes.”

I watched as Amy stared daggers into her own face. “This thing made me hallucinate that it had been removed. It literally fed me lies.”

“Wait, hold on,” I said, staring broadswords at Beemee. “If it can do that, that means she can’t trust any of her memories of staying with you. Or at least, nothing that happened after this thing was stuck on her head. You could have been doing anything to her and this gadget could have rewritten those memories on the fly.”

“I promise that didn’t happen,” said Beemee. “Please. You have to trust me.”

“Oh, allow me to clear something up for you,” I said, “not only do we not have to trust you, but we are not going to help you. Your weird nano-weapon vial is right over there, still in its yellow lunch box. You can have it.”

“That makes no sense,” said Beemee, and I’d definitely seen this exasperated expression on Amy before and for some reason this enraged me to the point that I felt I needed to get the switchblade out of my hand, for everyone’s safety.

Unfortunately, the way I chose to do this was to turn and stab it into the nearest convenient surface, specifically into the top of the three fifty-pound boxes of frozen butter Joy had stolen from the warehouse. Beemee flinched.

“You’re goddamned right it doesn’t make sense,” I growled. “If you fucking steal my car and sell it to feed hungry children, you haven’t just fucked over me, you’ve fucked over those hungry children, because I’m about to go take one car’s worth of food out of their mouths. If you wanted our help, you should have just asked for it.”

John said, “Let’s all take a breath here,” though he knew there was only one person in the room whose blood had gotten so hot they’d stabbed butter. “We’re not saying we’re taking the side of the giant pillar of human sacrifice and crab soldiers. We’re saying we’re going to make our own decision, based on our own information, because we can’t trust what you say. And that is logical, I’m certain of it.”

Beemee fell onto the sofa, said, “There isn’t…”

And then just stopped and stared.

Then she put her face in her hands and started sobbing.

“There isn’t time for that,” she said in between hitching breaths. “How can you not get that? You’ve all seen it with your own eyes, you know what’s going on over there, who these people are, what these things are. Then you come back to your comfortable little world and it’s like you instantly just recalibrate. It is so obvious what needs done, I feel like I’m trying to shoo a fly out of my house but it keeps missing the door and bumping into the frame. I mean, I would offer to deliver the Golden Death myself but I can’t get through without your help. It all depends on you, everything I know and love, everything I have, everything we all have, forever! You saw what the other side does to people! You walked over the corpses!”

“We saw a war being fought,” I said. “So what? There are wars being fought all the time, somewhere. But let’s also acknowledge some bullshit we’ve been ignoring out of, I guess, courtesy: Your mission for us to sneak in through Jumbo’s basement and just set this in the Scourge’s trophy room? There is no way anybody in this room or outside of it, in any universe, thinks it’s going to go down that easy. He knew we were coming last time and he’ll definitely know we’re coming this time. There is no way that when we go back down there that we’re going to find a quiet room full of mementos and wine. Waiting on those stairs is going to be a phalanx of guards, or a monster, or a phalanx of monsters. I think you don’t give a shit if we make it out of there, as long as that vial gets left behind with our broken corpses. Sending me and Amy and John through that basement is no different than catapulting a plague-infested goat carcass over the wall.”

“Four minutes. That’s what I have left. It’s true that there is risk, I didn’t think I needed to spell that out because I didn’t think I was talking to children. But I guess adults in peacetime basically are children so, yes, you will have to use skill and ingenuity to get yourselves back home safely. Yes, it could go wrong. Yes, the weapon still works if you are killed in an ambush. As long as the vial remains uncapped for ten minutes, two entire worlds will be saved.”

“And again you have carefully left something unspoken, which is that in order to get home safe, we will almost certainly have to kill somebody, maybe a lot of them. The easiest way to make this thing happen is to shoot the first people we see in the face, hide the Golden Doom on a shelf, and let it infect whoever they send to haul away the bodies. You’re asking us to fully enter the war. To get our hands dirty. Including hers.”

I gestured at Amy, because I knew that this was the kind of thing that would stick with her forever, to the point that I was in no way certain that she’d actually go through with the plan once we were on-site and looking potential victims in the eyes.

“Yes,” said Beemee. “We are asking you to touch one microscopic speck of the dirt that’s buried the rest of us.” Then she looked up at Amy and said, “I’m not supposed to tell you this, but what difference does it make now, with three minutes left? I’m married. And I have two kids. A boy and a girl, age seven and five. They took them. The Scourge’s people, during one of their raids. That’s what they do, they snatch children. Our people got them back in a rescue operation—dozens died—and for the first week, everything seemed normal. Just shaken up, you know. Then we were taking a walk through the park and I saw my daughter eating something she’d found in the grass. It was … it was disgusting. But from then on, she wouldn’t eat anything else. Any food would be vomited back up, and she would become violent. The Corruptors had injected her or bitten her with one of their bugs. It made that change in her physiology, made it so that we could either feed her filth or let her starve. Soon after, our son started stealing objects from around the house. Blades, pins, parts of electronics, jewelry. He started building things with them, hiding them under his bed. We don’t know what they were but they looked like torture devices. When we took them away, he started shrieking, it sounded like an animal being torn apart. Twenty-four hours a day, that noise, unless we let him start building again. That’s what they did to all of the ones they abducted, they sent them back broken in some way, every one different, each worse than the last. Like they were having fun with it. Do you know why they did it?”

“They’re monsters,” said Amy, “I get it.”

“Because they want to make a mockery of the fact that we will still care for them. See, they don’t do that. They believe evolution is the force that thrusts a civilization forward, survival of the fittest. That’s why I know for a fact there’s no equivalent of you or me on their side, there’s no Amy in that hive. If she lost a hand like we did, she’d have no role outside of a breeding hall, passing on her intelligence genes to as many babies as possible, babies that get modified and sent off to war because that’s all their culture is: an army. They’re not fighting for anything, they just fight, that’s all they do, inflict suffering on everything that isn’t part of their tribe. And I don’t think we can beat them. Not if they add a whole other world to their resource pool. And I’m sitting here and realizing…” She struggled to stave off the sobs that would choke off her speech. “I’m realizing that it’s already over. Our model didn’t have you acting like this, it didn’t even treat refusal as an option. But I don’t think you’re going to help and now I’m wondering if they already got to you somehow. We got this huge break with you popping over there and we thought it was providence, it was a lifeline. But now … I think we’ve lost.”

She broke down in tears again and I shot a look at Amy because, for dozens of reasons it would be impolite for me to put into words, this now seemed like the kind of thing she needed to handle.


Amy

Her head was killing her.

And now David was looking at Amy like he needed her to step in and smooth over a situation he’d made worse. The crystal hand was lying palm-up on the stained carpet at Amy’s feet. She thought she saw one of the fingers flex a little.

Once, she and David were stopped at a red light and when it switched to green, they hesitated for just a moment and the driver behind them leaned on their horn. David, who’d already let off the brake to go through, abruptly stopped. And he stayed there until the light turned red again, the driver of the pickup truck behind them honking over and over, David staring into the rearview mirror. He’d muttered, “We live here now.”

And the thing was, they had somewhere to be, he and the truck’s driver both wanted the same thing, to get where they were going. And yet, there they sat, until halfway through the next green, when the truck’s driver’s side door had opened, the guy coming out to fight. David had driven off just as the man had reached for their door, Amy’s heart pounding.

She always scolded him when he did things like that and he always backed down after his blood cooled. Sometimes he’d say that his birth parents were from West Virginia, as if that alone was an explanation, that some hillbilly DNA had programmed him to pick fights at every opportunity so nobody would steal his sheep. But what she had come to learn over the years was that he was never looking for a fight, there was a strange strategy at play that involved simply seeing what the other person would do. He was not going to fight the man in the truck, he wanted to see if that man was ready to, if he was willing to pay the tab for his rudeness. And though Amy was struggling to think through the invisible migraine vise that was currently trying to crack her skull open, she sensed David was doing that now. He would ultimately do the right thing as they and Beemee had the same goal, but he wanted to see what she would do if he refused. And what Beemee had done was fall apart.

Before Amy could speak, John said, “Forgive me if I’m sucking all the dramatic tension out of this moral quandary, but this decision has kind of been made for us, right?” He turned to David. “You don’t have to like Beemee or the task at hand, you just have to not want to be beans.”

Beemee looked up, confused. “Is there … a language barrier? I can’t tell if you’re agreeing with me. I have one minute.”

Amy sat next to her on the sofa and said, “The authorities on this end intend to take drastic action if this situation isn’t wrapped up in the next several hours. Action that would stop the Scourge’s people from showing up here but it would sacrifice this whole town in the process.”

“Everyone you see in this room,” said John, gravely, “will be beans.”

“Figuratively,” said Amy, knowing there was no time to explain the exact mechanism. “He means it’ll all be gone.”

“Then why have you wasted so much time yelling at me?”

“Maybe,” said David, “I’d rather be beans than your puppet.”

“What illness do you people have that makes you want to cut off your own nose just to prove you’re free to do it?”

From the kitchen, Joy shouted, “Fetal alcohol syndrome!”

But now Beemee was staring at David, particularly at his bandaged-up arm.

She stood, pointed at his forearm and said, “You told us you got bitten by something. A bug, you said. Did it look like a big, white arachnid? A mutated scorpion?”

“It didn’t bite either of us, it just scratched my arm.”

Beemee backed away, moving toward the door, as if she was going to flee out into sub-zero temperatures in John’s old pajamas.

She reached out and Joy’s switchblade leapt out of the butter block and zipped into her hand. A practiced motion, like she’d had training. Amy held up a hand to David, because he had a look like he was going to go and take it back.

“We call them Bastardizers,” she said. “Their venom rewires your brain.”

“I get what you’re doing,” said David, “but everyone in this room knows I am the exact bastard I was yesterday and last week.”

“Stop. Try to think. Do you not feel irrational urges against me squirming around inside you? With your own eyes you saw the tower of flesh, you saw captives having their bodies absorbed into it, their agony on display. You heard their screams on the wind. I’m giving you a chance to put a stop to it and I think you’re resisting because you’ve been corrupted.”

“I do not care at all what you think.”

“I know you don’t. If you’re still you, you can prove it by letting your friends lock you in a room while they go to carry out this task. Otherwise, you’re going to ruin everything, and you’re going to think you’re doing the right thing the whole time. Because that’s how They work.” Then to Amy, she said, “I have to get back, in the time I’ve been here, probably another ten thousand of my people have died out on the ash. Another colony may have fallen while I’ve been sitting here going in circles with you. Watch him. You know I’m right. The next time he behaves in an irrational manner, you’ll know why.”

From the kitchen, Joy muttered, “His mom drank,” and with a

REEK!

Beemee was gone and the switchblade fell, sticking itself into the floor.







BOOK III







EXCERPT FROM DARK INTELLIGENCES, BY DR. ALBERT MARCONI


“You know that guy was skinned alive, right?”

My psychologist friend said this around a cigarette, nodding toward a television playing the 1995 animated Disney film Pocahontas. On the screen was the antagonist, John Ratcliffe, with his villainous mustache and flamboyant hat.

“I’m talking about the real-life guy,” she’d continued, sitting unashamed on top of the sheets. “The governor of the Jamestown colony. That’s how he died. The local Powhatan tribe lured him into an ambush. Their women tied him naked to a stake and built a fire in front of him, then they used razor-sharp mussel shells to peel the skin from his body in strips while he was still alive, forcing him to watch as they burned his flesh piece by piece, saving his face for last.”

We were having this conversation in a Paris hotel room, ten years after our initial encounter at the worm factory in Texas, and I had learned long ago that this was very much the type of thing she considered pillow talk. The conversation that ensued would be my second step toward a belief that cosmic horror may be something more than the mere product of pulp authors imagining ravenous visages lurking behind the stars. My friend (and we did still refer to each other as “friends,” even at this stage) was the type who could do that to a man, make him question his gods.

“Was our civilization any less savage?” I had replied. “We have a rich tradition of burning heretics alive, in front of an audience.”

“Torture, that’s the one trait unique to humanity,” she replied. She got up and walked naked around the room as she spoke, even stepping onto the balcony at one point. “Other species will inflict horrific suffering but it is always incidental to a goal, the predator and parasite both indifferent to the anguish of their prey or hosts. Humans, on the other hand, are very much aware of that anguish and will go to great lengths to intentionally inflict it. That gold cross around your neck, how many victims saw that displayed proudly by their torturers?”

“I of course know the history of my faith,” I replied, “but I would also say that none of our ancestors had clean hands, regardless of their gods. After all, the crucifixion was not a spontaneous act of mob violence; it was an established part of the criminal code in the Roman Empire. That shining vanguard of reason and modernity crucified outlaws and rebels by the thousands, steadfast in their belief that the engine of empire must be lubricated with the shrieks of the condemned. I personally view the crucifix as a reminder of where a certain kind of collective darkness leads. The faith, in its ideal form, would serve as a breaking of that terrible cycle. Forgiveness instead of sacrifice.”

“No!” she had replied, gesturing with her cigarette so vigorously that I think the motion extinguished it. “Your religion is a restaurant.”

I rolled my eyes, as I was certain she was going to go on a tirade about how all organized religions are transactional in nature. As usual, she surprised me. What she said next would forever change how I saw the world.

“Go back to the start,” she said. “Humans evolve this godlike ability to perceive themselves as sentient. At that point, they’re not gonna fall in line with the rest of the grunts, they’re not going to obey the tribal chief’s orders to go fight or to submit their kids for human sacrifice. So, the chief puts a golden statue in the middle of the village and says if you’re a good person, the only voice you’ll hear in your head will be that of the idol, and you will conform to its rules. Anyone who says their internal voice disagrees, well, they must be possessed by a demon and should be slowly disemboweled in the public square. There you go, the tribe has now commandeered the individual consciousness and made it part of the collective.”

“I fail to see how that is like a restaurant,” I’d said, thinking she may have forgotten her original point. She was now plopped in an armchair, inspecting a toenail.

“Restaurants just digest food for the community,” she said, as if this was insultingly obvious. “Everything they do to the meat—cutting, tenderizing, cooking, cutting again—is a process that in our ancestors would have been done in the gut after they’d used their teeth to rip the tissue off a fresh kill. We offloaded that work to the line cooks so that our own body’s energy could be devoted to other things. We became specialized, a guy could then spend his entire day just repairing shoes in the village. Well, religion does that for sentience, we offload the hard work of ethics and decision-making to the golden idol, or the Sun, or whatever houses the magical consciousness that tells us what to do. Priests take the tough meat of everyday life and chop it up, grind it, season it, and feed it back to us as something that tastes good so we can focus on other things. Like earning money we can give to the priests.”

I searched for my boxers, as I was much more inhibited than my friend about inflicting the grotesquerie of my body on the world.

“If so,” I’d replied, “I find it strange that you are so bitter about religion when you seem to enjoy restaurants a great deal. I don’t believe I have ever seen you eat a home-cooked meal! It was, after all, that offloading of the hard work of survival that allowed us to specialize to the point that thousands of us cooperated to put a man on the moon.”

“Yes, we objectively achieve more when working as a hive, with everyone following their orders and job descriptions to the letter, all other tasks offloaded until it’s just you and your paperwork, functioning as a single cell in the superorganism. If we evolved free will to help us organize and transmit complicated ideas like, ‘I will give you this ox in exchange for your daughter,’ then at some point, we’ll have evolved past the need for it. We will cease being human.”

I remember stopping in my tracks to look at her. Cigarette ash fell onto the carpet as she picked at the toenail.

“But someone has to make decisions,” I said. “There are choices being made every step of the way. Someone needs to choose what the hive is working on!”

“Ants and bees seem to get along just fine without a conscious decision-maker. No, the hive becomes the organism. On the ground, it will look like humans offloading decisions to what ‘the data’ tells them. Soon, we’ll have machines that don’t just tell us exactly how thick the casing of a rocket needs to be, but will tell us whether or not we need to build rockets at all. We will have reached the final stage of our evolution, birthing into the universe a superintelligence that will only care for the individual human to the degree that we notice when a particular skin cell has died.”

“Do you think future individuals would be satisfied to live in such a state of subservience?”

She got up and searched the room for a wine bottle that might still contain liquid.

“When I look around,” she’d said, “all I see are people who are desperate for it.”






4.5 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

John once told me that a curse is invoked any time you point out how simple and straightforward your plans are, but it should be noted that John’s simple plans are crafted by the same part of his brain that secretly wants to sabotage everything good in his life and also everyone else’s lives. This plan, on the other hand, literally had only two moving parts:

First, I, along with John, Amy, and Detective Justice, would head to Jumbo’s old sex palace to deliver Evil Amy’s Vial of Emerald Genocide Powder into the Purification Meat Tower in Fast-Forward Ash Crab world through Jumbo’s Old Interdimensional Wine Cellar. I realize that sentence doesn’t make it sound straightforward but Beemee clearly did share Amy’s instincts for making sure I am trusted only with errands I can’t possibly screw up.

I’m sure that you, skeptical reader, have already spotted a potential complication, which is Bridgette and her giant, always-armed friend Milton who were squatting at Jumbo’s place and who had insisted we never come back. Sure, we’d be arriving with a member of law enforcement, but that wasn’t more likely to make Milton let us in even if Justice could gin up a warrant somehow. If we tried to force our way to the basement, things could turn ugly in a way that no one could predict, not even Beemee’s giant orb. This is where the second part of the plan comes in.

After the whole neighborhood saw us recording at Jumbo’s old shop, Dr. Marconi’s team reached out to Bridgette and Milton and asked if they would agree to be interviewed on-camera. The assumption was that no red-blooded American can turn down a chance to cry on a reality show, and the knowledge that we had already filmed segments would create some fear that the narrative would otherwise be shaped without them. Marconi’s people had told them that this interview must take place at Jumbo’s shop for technical reasons having to do with satellite signal line-of-sight or some shit. The good news was that it appeared the pair had bought it and agreed to meet. The even better news was that Joy had insisted on taking part in Marconi’s side of the plan, which meant we wouldn’t have to have an argument with Detective Justice about whether or not we should bring along the woman made of bugs. The only downside was that for some reason Milton and Bridgette couldn’t meet until seven and wouldn’t budge, no matter what bullshit Marconi’s crew threw at them about deadlines and lighting conditions. That meant almost two weeks passed in the AU while we farted around, but it’s not our fault that time moved faster there and, to be frank, I was kind of sick of constantly getting pressured over it.

Anyway, at the risk of invoking John’s curse, it was now seven thirty PM and everything had worked perfectly so far. We got confirmation that Bridgette and Milton were not at the house and we were on our way, moving up the alley behind Jumbo’s on foot, Amy carrying the yellow case containing what was probably, at this moment, the most important substance in the universe. We’d left our cars in the nearby parking lot of the closed restaurant that had been the Mexican fast-food joint Taco Bill until it had been forced to close due to trademark violations after the owner was caught filming pornography there after hours. Sure, John’s Clam Van had played its stupid little song the whole way there but I want to repeat that I have never believed in the vehicle’s ability to detect danger and there was never a logical reason why that would be the case. It was just a bad wire somewhere in the mechanism, kind of like how superstition is just a type of short circuit in the mind.

“Once we’re in, I figure I’ll stay in the basement and keep watch,” said John.

That was the kind of thing he never volunteered to do, but it made perfect sense. Detective Justice had to go through, because she wanted to see the operation completed with her own eyes. Amy was hoping for a chance to look the Scourge in the face before dooming his people, and I was going to go wherever Amy went. It actually made me feel better about the whole thing, that John had made a rational call. Maybe the man was finally growing up.

There is, I thought, no reason we can’t do this.



John

There was an itchy spot in the middle of John’s back that he couldn’t quite reach because his shoulder was all jacked up from an old rotator cuff injury he’d suffered years ago in Las Vegas while swinging a chair too hard. He was pretty sure it was a bite from one of the mind-control arachnids that had attacked them in the Jumbo-Scourge Man Cave.

He hadn’t said anything about it, because one thing John had learned from a lifetime of zombie movies is that if you think you got bit, it’s best not to alarm the group until you’re totally sure. Otherwise, it just leads to an argument and everyone pointing guns at each other and ignoring the task at hand. If the venom was in him and working, it didn’t seem to be doing much, aside from the itching. Certainly no intrusive thoughts. Sure, when they’d passed by a snowman John had immediately wondered what it would feel like to dive tackle it nude, but he was certain he’d thought that thought before.

He ran his hand over the bulge in his front pocket. He was holding on to the crystal hand Amy had pulled off her head (Dave had wanted to destroy it, but John pointed out that it was entirely possible its emergency transport function could help them escape should things go badly under the Purifier). To counter the hand’s magical camouflage ability, John had simply wrapped it in several feet of yellow gaffer tape and that had seemed to work fine so far.

They arrived at Jumbo’s backyard without incident and Detective Justice sneaked up to the back door to pick it open. Everyone knew they needed to work quickly even if hours remained until Beemee’s crab deadline. First, there was the possibility that a neighbor would spot them and call Milton, resulting in him racing over with murderous intent. Second, there was the fact that no one knew when the device in the butter warehouse would deem their progress unsatisfactory and decide better beans than sorry. As such, Justice got through the dead bolt in under three minutes and the doorknob lock in less than one. They passed through the mudroom (John noticed Bridgette had gotten somebody to haul away the deer carcass that had been hanging there, unless a pack of coyotes had run off with it) and entered the kitchen without incident. Everything was playing out exactly as—

“I thought nobody was home,” whispered Justice as soon as she entered the kitchen and heard a television playing in the other room, the voices and sound effects sounding to John like some kind of anime.

John and Dave exchanged glances and John was pretty certain that this was exactly the kind of complication Dave had been dreading, a minor delay that would set off a chain reaction of delays that would at best turn everything into beans and at worst turn everything into crabs. John considered launching his sleeve pistol into his hand but sensed that’s what the Bastardizer bug would have wanted him to do, so he restrained himself.

They all followed Justice as she advanced down a hall toward the living room, gun out. She edged around the corner, then relaxed at the realization the room was empty. They watched as she expertly cleared the rest of the rooms in the house and then returned, putting her gun away.

“Must’ve left it on to dissuade anyone from trying to break in,” said Amy, and John heard the relief in her voice.

John nodded. Everything was still going exactly according to plan. He surreptitiously leaned against a doorframe and scratched his back.

“All right, let’s get this done,” said Justice, speaking normally now that they were confirmed to be alone. “Basement is that way.”

The basement door was locked and, in fact, Milton had screwed three two-by-fours into the doorframe to brace it. John and the squad had expected this, as it was exactly what they themselves had suggested. They quietly went to work, Justice picking the locks while John unscrewed the boards (it was, after all, intended to keep genetic monstrosities from coming up, not to keep competent tool-using humans from going down). They lost no more than seven minutes doing this and it was totally fine, even if John could sense Amy pacing around behind them, bumping the yellow case against her leg, her nerves humming so high that he thought he could feel the vibration through the floor.

They opened the door. John heard Dave take a deep, steadying breath behind him, and down they went. The laundry room was exactly as they’d left it, there was no swarm of Bastardizers scurrying through the magical slit in the wall, no handsome mutants or weaponized crabs crouching in the shadows.

“Grab my arm and you should be able to pass through with us,” said Dave to the detective. “When we step through, time on this side will slow to a crawl. We should emerge on a spiral staircase that goes down several stories but we could be facing an enemy something the second that slit opens. They could be waiting on the stairs, be it Scourge Kennelworth or a guard or … whatever they have down there. This whole thing could be over in five seconds. Or, we could find they’ve evacuated the whole facility. The good news is that once we’re on the other side of that slit, time won’t be a factor. If there are guards down there and we have to hide for a couple hours until they clock out for lunch, we can do that.”

Amy sat the yellow case on the floor next to Jumbo’s dryer and opened it, slowly. It made a slight sucking sound, like it had been vacuum-sealed. The sparkling green vial hovered there.

“Shouldn’t we leave that in there until it’s Go Time?” asked Justice.

“The case is conspicuous,” said Amy. “I mean, it’s literally a hazardous materials container and it’ll be the first thing they confiscate if we get subdued. I figure it’s better to have quick access to the vial in my pocket if— What is it?”

She was asking Dave, whom she had noticed sliding his hand along the cinder block wall with an expression of extreme concern.

“Just give me a minute,” he said, but John could detect the distress in his voice, or rather, the annoyance, as Dave’s emotional states really were just different levels of being annoyed.

John went over and the wall was absolutely just a wall and no amount of concentration could reveal the squishy slit they both knew was there. Or at least, that had been there that morning.

They both stepped back and stared hard at the wall, trying to see through the camouflage, and John realized this had to have looked somewhat ridiculous to Detective Justice.

Amy stood. “Is it possible they closed off the passage from the other side?”

“Isn’t keeping this passage open the entire goal of their civilization?” asked Dave, his annoyance level John estimated to be somewhere between eight and nine.

“Well, maybe Beemee’s people stormed the tower and shut it down. Maybe it’s all over.”

“No,” said Dave. “I don’t think that even a little bit.”

“I agree,” said the detective. “Shit just never works out like that for…”

She trailed off with a curious expression on her face, then held up a finger to order silence. She turned toward the stairs. There was a noise up there, something scratching across the floor above.

Justice moved in that direction, gun still out, looked up the stairs and hissed, “What the hell is that?!?”



Me

It was Snowball. I knew John was going to try to leave that as a cliffhanger in his part but we’d both just forgotten about the weird little animal Bridgette had insisted on bringing up into the house. But will Detective Justice shoot him in the head? You’ll have to wait for my next chapter to find out! But no, she doesn’t.



Joy

It was fascinating for Joy to see Dr. Marconi’s crew in action, people who had been doing the job for years and thus displayed a type of behavior she found strange and unsettling to behold: competence.

There was one cameraman, a tall and ruggedly handsome guy who never even glanced at Joy (she suspected he went for women much hotter than her, or perhaps even hotter dudes). There was the girl with a furry microphone on a pole whose only job was to hold it over whoever was talking while glancing down at a big box of lights and dials she wore on her belly. She never said a word unless asking people to talk so she could check levels, always just silently moving from place to place to keep the dangling microphone out of the shot. There was another woman who apparently was only in charge of making sure Marconi’s makeup remained undisturbed by the elements, that his ten-thousand-dollar trench coat had the collar turned up in just the right way and that the white hairs falling across his forehead dangled correctly.

They’d all gotten set up inside Jumbo’s shop and there had been a tense twenty minutes or so when it had seemed like Bridgette and her giant denim friend weren’t going to show, Joy wondering if they’d sniffed out the ruse and gone to Jumbo’s old place instead. But Marconi had told Joy that tardiness was baked into the culture in some places and that he didn’t even see that as a negative, necessarily. Joy thought that also was fascinating, the way Marconi tried to quell his own runaway anxiety by voicing logic not even he was buying. But then the two had pulled up in Milton’s enormous pickup, apologizing that they’d gotten sidetracked and doing it in a way that suggested they both had plenty of practice issuing such apologies over the years. Maybe time does just move different here.

“I knew Jumbo from when he was a boy,” said Milton, after they’d gotten situated and run through all the sound checks. “So let me say this from the start: I won’t entertain any slander about devil worship or the willful summoning of dark forces. The man loved life, that’s all. Wanted to seek it out, wherever it was. See other places, experience other lifestyles. He told me when he was sixteen that he didn’t expect to see old age and wanted to squeeze all the juice out of his years before the Reaper came to collect. People around here always thought that was strange, thought he was strange. So then tragedy occurs and the rumors fly. People think the devil dwells in this town. Well, I’m not scared of the devil. But I am scared of what the devil makes people do.”

Marconi nodded in response, but that was only for the interviewees. He’d already explained to Joy that they would re-record his questions and reactions later, as the dormant shop machinery didn’t leave room for a second camera and lights setup pointing in his direction. They’d be faking that part, in other words, and Joy decided you couldn’t function for more than five minutes in this business without faking something. As such, Milton and Bridgette had needed no convincing to go along with the cover story. The’d both lived in Undisclosed during previous government interventions and, like everyone else in town, believed that the feds’ attempted cure had been far worse than the disease. Thus, today’s mission was to downplay any recurring symptoms.

Marconi asked, “How does it make you feel when you hear the rumors that have swirled, speculating that Jumbo was abducted by aliens and that his injuries were the result of experiments on his body?”

The other thing Joy had noticed about Dr. Marconi is that he could probably become a supervillain if he felt like it. He’d explained to her that burying the truth did not involve confronting that truth and attempting to dispel it, but rather inventing a ridiculous lie and focusing on dispelling that. He also knew that among those who were obsessed with the events around Undisclosed, there was a bitter divide between the “it’s aliens” and “it’s demons” factions. If you can get them yelling at each other, said the doctor, the truth of what occurred will be tossed aside in favor of whatever narrative will help their side “win.”

“I know some folks who were around the shop yesterday spread some crazy rumors,” replied Milton, “saying that Jumbo’s body had just appeared out of thin air. Maybe that’s even how they remember it. The truth is, Jumbo went out for a walk up to Sammy’s to get some tobacco. Said he liked the cold, said the air calmed his nerves. Then a few hours later, we found him in the alley out back. He’d been dumped out of a vehicle, looking like somebody’d set him on fire and tried to put it out with a weed whacker. We took him inside and everybody was so upset, well, I’m sure their brains weren’t forming memories right. And I’ll say this: I’ve got nothin’ but sympathy for those who want to believe only something non-human could do such a thing. Even those suggesting Jumbo had brought it on himself somehow, that it was all done over a drug deal or some such, I understand. Nobody wants to believe such a thing could happen to them. But it can. There’s nothin’ stopping it.”

“Do you find the rumors have made the grieving process harder?” asked Marconi.

“We were used to it,” said Bridgette. “Jumbo and I knew what people were saying about the two of us, with the age difference. But it wasn’t like that. I’ve seen the rumor going around that he used to babysit me when I was still, well, a baby. But I hadn’t seen him in years before we met again, as an adult. We ran into each other at a funeral, met at a time when I … I don’t know if I want to get into it but, I had thought about ending it, I looked into the future and just saw nothing for me. Jumbo had said he was feeling lost, too, and I guess we kind of saved each other. That’s a bond that nobody understands if you’ve not had it yourself. We even got matching tattoos over our hearts, to symbolize it. We’re both Cancers. You know how that goes. Two empaths, bearing the weight of the world.”

“Where did you have it done?” asked Marconi. “The tattoos, I mean.”

Joy thought that was a strange question, and imagined Marconi turning up tomorrow with a new tattoo on his neck of a nude woman riding a dragon.

“Jumbo did it himself,” replied Bridgette, “he did all his own ink, aside from one on his back that he couldn’t reach, ha ha. Said the work was never perfect but it meant more, knowing the mistakes he saw in the mirror were his and his alone.”

“Impressive,” said Marconi. “And he did it in full color?”

“No, just black line work.”

Marconi nodded politely as if this wasn’t terribly interesting but Joy could detect that the man found it so interesting that his heart rate had instantly doubled.

“I’d show it to you,” continued Bridgette, “but I can’t lift up my shirt because this is a lacy bra, it kind of shows everything.”

“Did he do any work on you?” Marconi asked Milton.

“What exactly are you suggesting?” said Milton. “You think the three of us were doing a Devil’s Trifecta? If Jumbo swung that way, he could do a lot better than me. I look like the kind of guy who’d come in third in a race with a pregnant girl.”

Marconi nodded again, as if this was all equally relevant information. He then turned in his chair and made a hand motion to the camera operator, who quickly turned off all three cameras. The sound girl stepped away.

“Just between us,” said Marconi, “do either of you have a theory as to why Jumbo may have been killed?”

Bridgette and Milton shared a glance before Milton said, “I don’t need a theory. I know exactly what it was.”

“You do?”

They exchanged looks again, and Bridgette said, “We found Jumbo’s journal. It wasn’t detailed but it was … detailed enough.”

“Jumbo believed he basically conjured a portal into existence in his basement,” said Milton. “He was shown how to do it in a dream or a vision or some such, then out from that opening walked his twin. The twin said he had to keep it quiet, because otherwise somebody would come for him, to seal it off.”

Marconi’s eyes narrowed, as if a piece of the puzzle had slid into place. “Meaning killing Jumbo would close it.”

“But they were wrong, weren’t they?” asked Bridgette. “It was still there this morning, I went through with those two weird guys.”

Marconi abruptly stood. “I’m afraid we must pack up and leave. All of us, including you.”

Milton said, “Why?”

“You can ride with me, I will explain on the way. I’m afraid I have something to tell you and it might make you cross with me and my associates.”

“Where are we going?”

“Jumbo’s abode.”







4 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Amy

An impossibly white, furry creature carrying an open box of Fruity Pebbles cereal was clumsily bumbling down the stairs in a manner that made it look to Amy like it was going to tumble head over heels at any moment. It was grunting and mumbling in concentration while everyone in the basement watched.

“That’s Snowball,” said John. “We found him in the Scourge’s gallery of mementos. We kind of forgot about him.”

Amy started to ask how they could possibly forget about meeting an entirely new creature when Snowball stumbled on a stair, caught himself, but spilled half his cereal.

“Oh no!” said Snowball, sounding near tears. “Oh no, oh no.”

So now it was awkwardly trying to scoop up spilled cereal while precariously straddling two stairs and everyone watched this for a tortuous minute until Amy went up to help, David grunting that she needed to keep her distance. She spent a ridiculous few minutes helping the thing pick up Fruity Pebbles and then assisted it down the stairs.

At the bottom, Detective Justice asked, “Where did that thing come from?”

John pointed at the blank wall and said, “Uh, Jumbo kept him down there in a cage but we actually don’t know where he came from originally.”

“It talks,” said Amy. “Did you talk to it?” She looked down at Snowball and said, “Where are you from?”

“Konoha,” muttered Snowball, as he struggled to dig cereal out of a box that was too deep for his useless little arms.

“Yeah,” said John, “he never has much of anything useful to say. So, Detective, if hypothetically this portal never comes back and nobody else pops over, then you can just close the case, right? The Bean Bomb danger sensor will drop to zero?”

“I’d need a little more reassurance,” said Justice, staring annoyedly at the wall and then even more annoyedly at the little white monster on the floor. “For all we know, shutting down this passage is a sign that it has completed its part of the process and the next step is total carcinization of our civilization.”

Then there was a commotion upstairs, the front door bursting open and a whole chorus of voices in mid-conversation. Amy actually took the ruckus as a good sign: These weren’t strangers breaking in, these were the residents returning, and not being sneaky about it. Still, Amy noticed the detective getting her gun ready.

Snowball said, “Milton!” and wobbled toward the stairs, then started laboriously climbing up, abandoning his box of Fruity Pebbles. The creature seemed to have evolved to make every single action incredibly difficult.

“They’re in the basement,” said Bridgette, the first one on the stairs who, halfway down, scooped up Snowball. “You forgot to pause your show,” she said to him. “You’re gonna be totally lost when you come back to it.”

“Filler episode,” mumbled Snowball.

Behind Bridgette was the denim giant Milton, who had his shiny pistol in his hand and clearly had the same attitude toward uninvited intruders as David. To Amy’s surprise, he was being trailed by Dr. Marconi, whose eyes darted around the basement, quickly assessing the situation. Finally, there was Joy, who was holding a video camera and recording the proceedings. It appeared Marconi had asked his film crew to stay behind, maybe anticipating the kind of danger they hadn’t signed up for.

David immediately noticed and said, “Joy, stop filming. None of this is going in the show.”

“Ooh, that’s perfect!” she replied, always delighting in the opportunity to refuse a reasonable request. “Now get mad at me and try to cover the camera with your hand, we’ll put that in the sizzle reel at the top!”

There were now eight people in the tiny basement, not counting Snowball. At least four of them were armed and all of them were cranky and cold. Amy felt herself struggling to breathe a little.

“You all broke in, which means I could shoot all four of ya and there ain’t a jury that would convict,” said Milton, as a way to calm his guests’ nerves.

“She’s a cop,” said David, nodding toward Justice. “And she’s still investigating the death of the man who lived here.”

“Buddy, if you think this is all gonna end in a trial, well, I hope you’re right because I’d pay good money to watch it, even if I’m wearing an orange jumpsuit at the time. They told me what you’re doing.”

Marconi, who was apparently the type to assuage conflict by ignoring it, said, “I assume you four are still here because the wall back there does not permit passage?”

“Yeah,” said John, “it…” Then he turned and said, “Huh.”

Amy could sense something had changed and wasn’t too surprised when David walked over and sank his hand into the wall, as if the cinder blocks had become supple flesh. David liked to act as if, for him, Amy’s brain was always existing in the future, drawing conclusions before he’d even understood the question. But she watched as his eyes flicked from the doctor, to Bridgette, to the wall, and then to the floor. He’d picked up on something Amy hadn’t yet. Something momentous.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, shit.” Then he looked at Bridgette again, with something like pity.

Amy still didn’t understand.

“So it works again?” asked Bridgette, growing nervous.

“Yeah,” said David. “Because you’re here.”

“So that’s good news, right?”

David did not reply.

Marconi said, “The process by which this was made—call it a ritual if you like—links to an individual, not a location. The entrance happens to be on that wall because that is where Jumbo decided to perceive it.”

John said, “So that’s the whole thing. All of this. They came after Jumbo because they thought killing him would close the portal. They sent the Penetrator and, hell, they probably thought this was all over after he tore Jumbo apart. They were wrong.”

“Because,” said Marconi, in a grave tone, “Mr. Kennelworth had the foresight to create a spare copy of the proverbial key. She and Jumbo got matching tattoos, performed by Jumbo himself, using a special black ink from his own stash.”

Amy finally understood, and figured she had been slow to comprehend because she didn’t like where the truth was taking her.

“I am not looking to impugn the character of a dead man,” said David, looking toward Bridgette, “but there are two issues here. One, I’m shocked that either of you survived contact with that substance and Jumbo was either being incredibly reckless with it or was totally ignorant of the side effects, and that second one frankly seems unlikely. And two, I have trouble believing Jumbo didn’t know this would be putting a target on your back.”

“He wouldn’t do that,” said Bridgette.

“Yeah,” said Milton, “I reckon he would. Jumbo was a great man but sometimes he would use people, because a lifetime of experience taught him that he could always smooth it over later. He once got a girl sent to jail because he convinced her to try to sneak some hash across the border in her cooch. That wasn’t an isolated incident, neither.”

“In fact,” added Marconi, “even if we were to assist Bridgette here in leaving the state and changing her name, the possibility would linger that a connection could be re-established wherever she went. Meaning, she would remain a threat to certain parties as long as she remained alive.”

“Hold on,” said Bridgette, closing her eyes and holding up her hands like she could force the whole world to pause while she processed this. “So what you’re saying is this was all about me, from the start. What you guys said earlier today never made sense, that Jumbo was tortured to get the location of this door. The door is in his house, it’d have been their first guess. No, they tortured him to find out if there was any other way to open it, if he had made a backup. They were trying to find out about me.”

“If it makes you feel better,” said David, “the fact that you’re still here means he never gave you up. No matter what they did to him.”

Amy sensed that this did not, in fact, make her feel better. Bridgette clutched the straps of her pink backpack and Amy wondered if she was doing a mental inventory of the pack’s contents, of all the emergencies she was ready for.

“And now,” said Bridgette, “you people are heading through there to take out the other side. You’re teaming up with the ones who killed Jumbo and want to kill me.”

“We’re trying to remove their motivation to do it,” said Amy. “If we end this threat, they won’t need anything from you either way.”

“There’s an old saying,” said John, “that in war, everything sucks shit.”

“And that’s the Golden Death?” asked Bridgette, nodding at the open yellow case on the floor, where Amy had left it. The sparkly green vial hovered there, rotating slowly like a hot dog at 7-Eleven.

“Yeah,” said Amy. “Wow, so Marconi really did tell you everything.”

Milton gestured at Detective Justice—with his non-gun hand, fortunately—and said, “We also know she’s got a doomsday device or some such that will wipe all this out if it starts to go wrong.” He turned to face her and added, “If you think I’m gonna let you replace everything and everyone I know with retroactive soybeans, you can suck my dick from the back.”

“Then let us do this,” said Amy. “All you have to do is stand here, we’ll be back in seconds, god willing.”

“I’m not gonna let you do it. We’re all gonna go because nothin’ I’ve heard tells me you people are capable of pulling this off and you’re gonna need help. I think we’re gonna get jumped the moment we step through, I think it’ll be a debacle and our best bet is one of our dead bodies will still be clutching that open vial when its timer goes off. So who here is comin’ with me and who’s staying behind?”

Amy said, “I’ve already committed. I’m going.”

“Me, too,” said David. “And I assume the detective’s opinion on this hasn’t changed. She’s no fan of the Bean solution, either.”

Joy said, “I’ll come, if I can film it! I love filming things, I think this is my calling. Nothing is real when you’re looking at it through this thing, it’s like all existence is a show that exists only for my amusement.”

“Nothing you captured through there could go in the show,” said Marconi. “As for me, I am intensely curious to see what is on the other side, to the point that I would happily risk never returning if it meant I got to see it with my own eyes. But, alas, if my mission is to avoid drawing the wrong kind of attention to this town, then vanishing in a basement with my entire production crew waiting outside would probably be the worst possible way to do that.”

“That’s the first time I’ve heard somebody use alas in a conversation,” said John.

“I want to go,” said Bridgette. “I mean, these crab guys can’t kill me, that would ruin their plan, right? Didn’t we just establish that? They need me to keep the door open? I can’t just let everybody else go risk their lives knowing, well, you know. Knowing how I’m involved.”

“They may not kill you,” said Marconi, “but they would be highly motivated to capture you. And that, as you well know, could be worse. Please note that remaining on this side is not cowardice, it’s strategy. And remember, keeping the public calm and distracted is what keeps all of us alive in the long run.”

Amy noticed that Bridgette clearly didn’t like this, but chose to say nothing. She would not be the first woman to make that choice and would not be the last.

“There it is, then,” said David. “Bridgette, Joy, Marconi—you stay on this side and be prepared in case something other than us comes flying out of this slit. If we’re not back in five minutes, that means we’ve been gone for like eight hours on that side and the situation has gone unspeakably south. Any objections?”

Justice shook her head, saying, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but no.”

John said, “I’m staying out here, remember?”

David frowned. “Well, you don’t need to keep watch anymore.”

“Yeah, but still. I think I’m better off here.”

Amy exchanged a look with David and they were both genuinely confused.

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, it just feels right. You guys will be back in like ten seconds, it’s nothing.”

“But … what if it goes wrong?” asked David. “What if this is the last ride? Shouldn’t we both be there?”

John just stared, at a loss for words that Amy found alarming.



John

All humans live with the knowledge that every time they see someone, it could be the last, but also with the understanding that it’s impossible to give every casual goodbye the gravity it deserves. For most of us, our final words to our loved ones will be something like, “And tell them to leave the damned pickles off this time.”

So when Dave realized John’s decision wasn’t going to change, he came over and shook his hand. “Well, if we don’t come back,” he said, “I just wanna say that—”

“I didn’t think we’d survive this long, either,” finished John. “I would say that someone was watching over us but I think we both know it’s been pure, unadulterated skill.”

Then Amy hugged John and he sensed people around them getting impatient and this, too, is how it goes. You try to have your big emotional send-off but others are waiting in line, checking their watches. Or making sure they have a bullet chambered, as Judy and Milton were both doing right now.

“Let’s get this over with,” said Detective Justice. “If whoever is slipping me extra cash for this kind of work is listening, I want hourly hazard pay based on how much time elapses there, not here.”

John dug the crystal hand that Beemee’s people called Manus Dei (John believed that was Latin for “neck massage”) from his pocket with some difficulty, the sticky wad of twisted gaffer tape pulling the white lining out with it. He held it out to Amy.

“You should take this, in case you need to get back in a hurry.”

Amy shook her head. “I don’t want it near me.”

John didn’t point out that if she had that much mistrust for Beemee’s side then maybe there was a whole other discussion to be had, but there was a ticking clock that left no time for such consideration. He actually thought that was awfully convenient for the parties currently trying to get them to do their dirty work. John turned the taped-up trinket over in his hand, wondering if the mind-controlling influence of the Scourge’s Bastardizers and this thing weren’t canceling each other out.

Then he stepped back, alongside Marconi and Joy, who was filming her own face with the camera and narrating the happenings, claiming it had all been an intervention to confront Dave about his sex addiction and that he was now being exiled to another dimension. Bridgette was in the corner, and John could sense a shift in her mood, too. Maybe seeing the others say goodbye had her wondering who all she hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to, should these be the last few hours of the life she’d known.

David pulled out the fat shotgun pistol he’d acquired from under John’s pool table, pointed at the slit and said, “Every muzzle in this room should be aimed at this, safeties off. If when I open this, a swarm of big, ugly, hand-sized bugs comes spilling out, don’t let them get on you.”

“It’s a good thing you told me that,” said Milton, “’cause whenever I encounter some kind of huge alien insect, my natural impulse is to give it total access to my bare skin.”

“Listen,” said Dr. Marconi’s dignified voice from the back of the room. “David here has been through experiences none of you know about, that none of you could imagine. What you are about to do, what you are about to see, is going to overload your senses, leave permanent stains on your soul. I personally do not think there’s an ambush waiting on the stairwell, that would be too neat, too quick. I think the entities at work here are playing a game, I think they know this move is coming and will take great joy in making the most diabolical countermoves possible. I think the four of you are about to enter a dark labyrinth of cruelty and madness, I think it will force you to confront everything you thought you knew about the world, about yourselves. The only hope you have of getting back with your humanity intact is to trust each other, and to—”

“SNOWBALL! NO!”

That was Bridgette. Everyone spun in the direction she was yelling, where the white ball of fur was crouched over the yellow case on the floor. Snowball turned, startled, as if surprised to find the crowd staring at him.

He was chewing.

“SHIT!” yelled Dave, pointing at the empty case. “Snowball ate the Golden Death!”

“NO!” shouted Amy. “Spit it out! Snowball! Bad!”

Everyone rushed toward him and a confused Snowball waddled away and stuck his head behind the washing machine, apparently thinking this rendered his entire body invisible. Milton went over and picked him up, trying to work a finger into the creature’s mouth.

“Open up! Snowball! Open your mouth! Spit out the Golden Death!” Then Snowball wriggled free and jumped to the floor. “He swallowed it,” said Milton.

“What the fuck are we gonna do now?!?” inquired Dave.

“Do you have peroxide?” asked Amy. “That can induce vomiting in dogs. Though for all we know, that would be poison for this thing.”

“So what?” said Justice. “If it dies, we’ll cut it open and get it out. This is the whole goddamned world at stake.”

“No!” shouted Snowball.

John kneeled over him and took the animal by the shoulders.

“Can you understand me, Snowball?”

Snowball said, “No.”

“Listen. You swallowed something very dangerous and very important. If you know how to induce vomiting in yourself, now would be the time.”

“No!” shouted the animal, as it yanked away from John’s grasp.

Then it was thrashing around, trying to get something off its fur.

“What’s stuck to it?” asked Milton.

John looked to the creature and then down to his own empty hands. Stuck to Snowball’s back, just out of reach of its tiny, almost entirely pointless arms, was the tape-wrapped Manus Dei.

John said, “Hold still!” and lunged toward Snowball and then

REEK!

Snowball was gone from the universe.



Me

What followed was what I suspected was the longest brief silence in history. Eight sets of eyes stared at the empty spot on the floor, all of us waiting for Snowball to reappear, all of us mentally doing the math. One hundred seconds, one hundred seconds, one hundred seconds …

“Listen,” said Amy, quietly, “he may not reappear right in this spot, it could be outside, or down the street. It’s been a few minutes on his end, if he waddled a short distance away then that’s where he’ll be.”

But by the time she finished saying that, Snowball had been gone for thirty seconds. Almost an hour in the ashy AU. I stuck the revolver down the back of my pants and pressed my palms to my eyes, trying to think, to breathe.

“Okay,” I said, “let’s assume he doesn’t come back. What are our opt— HEY!”

Someone had snatched the gun from my waistband and now Milton was yelling,

“DON’T YOU POINT THAT SHIT AT HER!”

He was now pointing his .45 at Detective Justice, in response to Justice having pointed her Glock at Bridgette, because Bridgette was pointing my revolver at Justice. Now Amy was shouting, panicking, asking what in the world Bridgette was doing.

But I knew.

Justice said, “Are you out of your goddamned mind?”

“Whoa!” said John. “Everybody calm down!”

“Do it,” said Bridgette, shakily aiming the pistol at Justice. “Shoot me, or I’m going to shoot you.”

“Why?” said the detective, but I thought she’d have gotten it if she’d just thought about it for a moment.

“I’m the spare key,” breathed Bridgette, almost too quiet to hear. “There isn’t a third. I know there’s not. You kill me, this is over. I should have just said this from the start. Stop running around and fighting. Killing me fixes everything. Just do it.”

“We do not know that for certain,” said Dr. Marconi. “Let’s think through this.”

“He’s right!” said Amy. “If we can’t get the vial back, we’ll go through anyway, we’ll figure something out! We’ll talk to the Scourge, we’ll take him hostage.”

“The beans are not gonna wait,” said Justice, who I noticed was aiming at Bridgette with a very steady hand. “I’ve never shot anybody in my life, so I don’t like this, not one bit. But I’ve got a feeling Bridgette here is right. We step through there with no plan, the second the device detects it’s a dead end, it’ll rip all this out of reality. I’m thinking the only reason the bomb hasn’t gone off is because it knows we have this one card to play. Though I’m not clear why she’s intent on Suicide by Cop rather than pointing that pistol at her own head.”

“I don’t think I can make myself pull the trigger,” said Bridgette as tears swelled and spilled over her dark eyelashes. “I’m so sorry. I need you to do it.”

Justice gave only a small nod. She understood. She took a breath.

“You have exactly three seconds to drop that gun,” growled Milton, to the detective, not Bridgette.

“Put it down, Milton,” said Bridgette. “This is what I want. If I die, people will remember me, some will know I died to save everyone. But if that bean thing goes off and it just … erases us? That’s so much worse. There’s nobody to remember us, everything we did in the world is just gone. I mean, there are mountains of dead over there, on the other side of that wall. Hundreds have probably died just in the time we’ve been arguing. What’s one more, if it fixes everything? Detective, I’m so sorry I’m forcing you to do it but I am forcing you. Joy is recording all this, you’ll have proof the shooting is justified. Don’t agonize over it.”

“NO!” said Amy, and several other people in the room.

Bridgette put her finger on the trigger and advanced on the detective with a cry, then,

BANG!

The gunshot in the enclosed space rang my skull like a bell. Bridgette stumbled forward, examining herself for a gunshot wound, found none. Then she looked up just in time to see Detective Justice fall to the concrete floor, a crimson stain spreading across her chest. Milton stepped toward her, his .45 smoking.



Amy

For the second time in five minutes, there was a stunned silence in the basement as everyone tried to absorb what had just occurred, and what it meant. Amy’s ears were ringing and panic crashed through her system. Only one other time in her life had she seen things go so badly wrong in an instant. And now, as then, a single thought pulsed through her mind:

What are we going to do now? What are we going to do now?

From the other side of the room, someone’s phone chimed a notification and Marconi said, quietly, “Snowball has turned up on the other side of town. Photos have been posted to social media.”

Amy rushed to the bleeding detective and said, “We have to get her to the hospital!”

Justice was staring wide-eyed at the ceiling, struggling to suck in ragged breaths, now muttering, “You dumbass, you dumbass, you dumbass” over and over.

Amy pressed her palm over the wound, but the blood was running so fast that it had already gotten on her knees.

“Hey!” shouted Milton to the woman he’d just shot. “How do we disarm the bomb? We can’t have that hanging over us while we try to fix this. Tell me before you pass out!”

The detective’s eyes slipped closed, as if she’d lost consciousness just to spite him.

“All right,” said Marconi, “everyone listen, if we work quickly, we can—”

“STAY BACK!”

That was Bridgette, who still had the revolver and was now sweeping it across everyone in the room. “I’m going through. I’m going to fix this. Just me. And if I can’t, then I’ll end it. Somehow.”

“Come on, now,” said Milton. “There’s no need. Did you hear the TV host over there? They found Snowball. We go get him, come back, do the thing. This can all work out just fine.”

“There’s no time! That device, that Bean Bomb thing, could go off at any moment. But if I step through there, I’ve got all kinds of time. Days. I have to be the one to fix it because I’ve screwed this all up, this was all my fault, from the start.”

“Now, that ain’t true.”

She backed up until she was touching the wall, then felt around behind her until her hand pressed into the cinder blocks, the slit seeming to quiver and pucker next to her. She would, of course, need no help getting through, because she was part of it and it was part of her. If anything, she had probably helped John and David through earlier.

“Goodbye,” said Bridgette. “I love you, Milton, you’ve been nothing but good to me.”

She turned and the slit opened to reveal the stairwell. No enemies or monsters waited there.

Milton said, “WAIT! NO!” and grabbed for Bridgette, missing but snatching that backpack. And as Bridgette pushed through the rift, Milton went with her.

The slit squished closed behind them one second before David ran up and smacked into it, finding himself colliding with solid wall. He cursed and kicked the wall hard enough that Amy was surprised he didn’t break at least three toes. On the floor, the detective groaned.

Marconi, god bless him, said, “Everyone listen carefully. We know for a fact that there is still hope because we are still here. Therefore we will not panic, we will not be overcome with emotion. We will move quickly and deliberately, in a way that will maximize our admittedly slim chances of success. Someone with a personal vehicle that has room for the wounded detective needs to go get it and pull it as close to the front door as possible. I have two men on my crew trained as first responders, they will stem the bleeding and get the detective safely on board that vehicle to be driven to the emergency room. One of you will drop her off and immediately go to the freezer facility and retrieve the device, the so-called Bean Bomb. Once we have it in our possession, we can try to figure out how to disarm it.”

John had already left the room before he’d finished speaking, presumably to get a vehicle.

“Meanwhile, my crew is already bringing my tour bus up the street,” continued Marconi. “I will go retrieve Snowball and manage that situation for the public. The bus is well stocked for most situations, I am confident we have something on board that will get the creature to regurgitate the capsule. There is no reason we cannot all be back here with what we need within one hour at most. That would be a little after nine PM, almost three hours to the midnight deadline. An eternity.”

“What difference would that make?” asked David. “We can’t get through the slit without Bridgette here.”

“Then we must hope and pray she returns. Maybe she and Milton will find the facility deserted and come to their senses. Unless one of you has a better idea, this is all we can do. If we fail, we go out working the problem with reasoned action, right to the end.”

A member of Marconi’s crew came down the stairs with a pack of gauze and asked Amy to step aside while they stemmed the detective’s bleeding for transport. Amy watched them work, and heard “Under the Sea” playing faintly above them.

“That’s John’s seafood truck pulling up,” she said. “I want to ride with Justice to the hospital.”

“Then I’ll drive,” said David. He turned to Marconi and asked, “Where did Snowball turn up?”

“On the roof of an establishment called Jake Pigg’s Muff Buffet.”

“That’s way out there, they had to put it out in the boonies because nowhere inside city limits was zoned for a Muff Buffet. Joy, go with— WHO THE FUCK IS THAT???”

David was reacting to the presence of two identical twin girls, each with long, black hair, both looking to be around ten years old.

“I’m going with both of you,” said the girls, simultaneously. “I want to be there if something stupid happens and it seems like both of you have an equal shot at it.”

David squinted at them and said, “Joy, did you … split yourself in half?”

“No,” said one of the girls, “one of us is slightly bigger, there’s an odd number in the swarm.”

“That’s going to draw attention.”

“No, it won’t, they’ll probably just think we’re being trafficked. Come on, let’s go! We could get turned to beans at any moment.”



John

The logo of Jake Pigg’s Muff Buffet was exactly what you’d picture in your mind if you only had the name to go off of (the strip joint’s sign had drawn numerous complaints from residents until the four visible vulvas had G-strings painted over them). The establishment itself was in the middle of nowhere, on one side a vacant lot onto which somebody had stacked several hundred rotten wood pallets, on the other side a “white pipe farm,” the remnants of an old gas station where all that remained was the old PVC pipes sticking out of the ground. Legally, nobody could ever build there without paying the horrific costs to excavate all the contaminated soil (old underground gasoline tanks used to leak a few gallons a day) so it would presumably remain in that condition until long after the town was gone. As they pulled into the gravel parking lot of the Muff Buffet, John wondered if they were far enough outside town to be out of range of Detective Justice’s Bean Bomb and, if so, would this joint remain, just an inexplicable corrugated steel building in the middle of miles of farmland, its sign depicting a man with a knife and fork slavering over a row of crotches.

The scramble to get everyone into a vehicle had resulted in John joining Marconi and his crew on their mission to go get Snowball, along with one of the Mini Joy twins. Dave, Amy, and the other miniature Joy had wound up in the Clam Van, racing to first get Justice to the hospital and then to go break into the butter warehouse. John tried not to think of all the ways this could go wrong, as a life actually has infinite potential failure points and there’s nothing to be gained by trying to prepare for them all. He had read somewhere that worrying about a thing causes the same stress response in the body as if it had really happened. You die early from the anxiety over all the things that didn’t have a chance to kill you.

The recent posts on social media had depicted Snowball on the Muff Buffet roof but when the tour bus pulled up, nobody was up there. So either the creature had already reeked away or somebody had managed to knock him off with a broom. The establishment below appeared to be closed but it always appeared that way, the front doors secured with a bike lock with no sign directing you around to the actual entrance in the back. John knew the way because he’d done DJ work there years ago, until he’d finally quit due to the sheer amount of glitter he was bringing home.

“You have to stay out here,” said John to Joy, “they’re not gonna allow a kid in there.”

“Would they allow the top half of an adult woman? You’d have to carry me.”

“No, that would just add several more minutes of explanation we’ll have to do and we’re already pretty close to the max. Stay here and make sure nobody breaks into the bus looking for drugs they can steal.”

John led Marconi around to the rear of the Muff Buffet along with the camera guy, sound girl, and two other crew members whose jobs John wasn’t totally certain of (in movie credits they always mention “grips,” maybe they were that?). They’d decided to come with a group and with cameras rolling, as they figured that would lessen the chances of the staff or clientele resisting. John forced the back door open (it was not locked, but merely stuck, as every surface in the establishment was somewhat sticky) and found everyone crowded around the center stage where Snowball was sitting next to the pole, looking somewhat confused but unharmed.

John shouted, “Be careful! If you startle him, he can zap you out of the universe!”

Several dancers and patrons turned his way, but they were less interested in John than in the camera that had followed him in.

“No filming in here!” said a bald, somewhat moist-looking guy that John thought might be Jake, though even when he’d worked there, he wasn’t certain if “Jake Pigg” was a real person or a mascot.

“We’re not filming the titties!” clarified John. “We’re here because that thing is from another dimension and is incredibly dangerous! We don’t have time to get into the details but let me just say that he swallowed a vial of a bioengineered nanovirus designed by the inhabitants of another dimension to disable the ritualistic mass human sacrifice mechanism built by the inhabitants of a different dimension for the purpose of retroactively invading this one.”

“Don’t worry,” said one of the girls, “that’s John, he says stuff like that, and is sometimes right.”

She was holding a tray full of dirty buffet plates that were covered in half-eaten chicken wings and cigarette butts. John had been allowed exactly one trip to the buffet per shift when he’d done work there, but he’d usually just stuck with the pudding.

John said, “You’ve heard of us.”

“You don’t remember me?” asked the girl with the tray, and John was certain she had not been working here during his brief employment. “Krissy?” she prompted. “We did a thing, years ago?”

“Oh, right,” said John. This was a former client and it was never certain whether that meant they felt indebted or had spent the ensuing years on a silent crusade of vengeance. “I thought you moved away.”

“We did but, you know, this town brings you back! This fluffball turned up on the roof, out of nowhere. Is it yours?”

“It belonged to a man who was tortured to death by interdimensional invaders,” said John. “Its name is Snowball.”

“It is? It told us its name was Naruto.”

Somebody had given Snowball a big bag of pretzels and he apparently didn’t like them, because he was putting a handful in his mouth long enough to taste them, before spitting them out and going back in for another handful, as if the next bunch might be better. He was surrounded by a halo of moist rejects.

“Don’t film the creature,” said Marconi to the camera guy. He then addressed the few dozen patrons and mostly nude women crowded around the stage, saying, “We’re here to interview anyone who can talk about their sighting of this animal.”

“What’s the point of that?” asked Krissy. “It’s sitting right there!”

Marconi shook his head. “Clear video of a cryptid ruins the effect, all the videos these bystanders posted to social media will be dismissed as fakery. We will run with the grainiest, darkest clip of the creature on the rooftop and match it with conflicting accounts by witnesses.”

John said, “You should think of Marconi’s show as anti-educational. Right now, we have to get Snowball out to the bus. There’s, uh, stuff he needs out there.”

John pushed through the small crowd around Snowball. “Come on, buddy, we’re goin’ home.”

Snowball yanked away from him with an angry grunt.

“You’re scaring him!” shouted someone.

“Ice cream!” squeaked Snowball.

“We can get you some ice cream,” said Krissy, and John now noticed they had a soft serve ice cream machine at the end of the buffet table along the far wall. That hadn’t been there before, so apparently Jake was continuing to invest in the operation.

“You don’t wanna eat food from a strip club,” said John.

“Fuck you!” said the man who John believed might be Jake.

“Ice cream!” cried Snowball.

John relented and went over to the ice cream machine, one of those that swirled the vanilla and chocolate together, and filled a Styrofoam cup. He skipped the tub of sprinkles nearby as there was no lid and he suspected that was unsanitary. He approached Snowball and held out the dish.

Snowball seemed suspicious. He then wrinkled his nose and muttered something that John was pretty sure was “sprinkles.”

“You don’t want those,” said John, “those have been sneezed on by perverts.”

“Fuck you,” muttered Jake from across the room, now sounding defeated.

Snowball edged closer and grabbed a handful of ice cream out of the dish, then stuck his entire hand into his mouth. John wondered if he’d have known how to use a spoon. He leaned closer and found the yellow-wrapped Manus Dei stuck to the middle of Snowball’s back, now dusted with ash. The tape had come unspooled and now a three-inch-long strand was twisted into the fur. John tugged on it gently and Snowball said “OW!” and backed away.

“We need to get that off you,” said John. “Anybody here have scissors? We’re gonna have to cut it off.”

“No!” yelled Snowball.

“Calm down,” said John, “you don’t even know what we’re talking about. Eat your ice cream.” He found Krissy in the pack of onlookers. “Do you have some clippers in the back? Like, you know, to trim hair?”

“Why would we have clippers here?”

“I’m not presuming anything about what goes on back there, I just need something that won’t scare him. He might freak if we approach him with anything that has a visible blade.”

Marconi motioned to one of his crew, then said to John, “I have trimmers in the bus.”

John nodded. “Right. I forget you’re a celebrity. Okay, everybody, this is really important. You know how this thing magically appeared on your roof? The yellow wad stuck to his back is like a teleportation device. Or, it’s not ‘like’ that, it literally is that. It has a safety feature where if the wearer feels threatened, it will zap them away. What we have to do is keep Snowball calm and/or distracted while I cut this thing off his back, then we can take him home and everything will be totally fine. I cannot stress enough, however, that if he disappears, this could have utterly catastrophic consequences for all of us.”

“Hey, that kid can’t be in here!” yelled the proprietor.

“I’ve got the trimmers!” said Mini Joy, holding them over her head. “You know they work because under his suit, the doctor is smooth as a baby. Is Snowball okay?”

Marconi said, “That is my, ah, niece.” To Mini Joy he said, “Give me the trimmers, dear, then go wait outside.”

“It’s ten below zero out there! You would be sending me to my death!”

John took the clippers from the child and everyone seemed to give up on the idea of evicting her, quickly sensing that they were in the presence of someone who could continue to annoy them long after their resolve faltered. Krissy circled around to the other side of the stage and got Snowball’s attention, so that he was now watching her with his back to John.

Krissy held up a red plastic cup and said, “Look!”

Then she started singing a song and doing a little dance that involved flipping the cup around and using it as a drum in various configurations to keep the beat. It was so mesmerizing that John also forgot what he was doing for a moment but then set about the task of carefully trimming the fur to release the length of entangled tape. He now wished that he did have scissors because he could have just cut the tape, but it couldn’t be helped.

There was a commotion outside. John tried to ignore it, but then the door banged open and a bunch of teenagers burst in, shouting, “IS IT STILL HERE?”

Snowball spun to face them and John inadvertently rammed the trimmers into his skin. He hadn’t even heard the animal react when

REEK!

John found himself standing in another universe.







3.5 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

Even in perfect weather, John’s Clam Van handled like a dog sled pulled by a row of rolling alligators. The addition of streets glazed with impacted snow made it feel like the steering wheel just wasn’t connected to the vehicle in any meaningful way. I think we averaged fifteen miles an hour on the way to the hospital and passed at least two vehicles that had been driven into ditches and abandoned. Behind me, I heard Mini Joy and Amy muttering and the wounded detective grunting and hissing in pain. At one point, I think she opened her eyes and asked where the child had come from, but otherwise I heard nothing regarding how to disarm the bomb, which is what Amy had been asking the detective since they’d boarded the truck. “Under the Sea” was playing every step of the way and I’d thought about just putting a bullet in the speaker, but then remembered Bridgette had my gun.

“We’re two minutes from the hospital,” I said, “so if you’re gonna get any information out of her, it has to be now.”

“She just keeps saying, ‘Have fun being beans,’” said Mini Joy. “Over and over.”

We pulled up to the emergency entrance and the good news was that the hospital staff flew into action the moment they heard me say the bleeding patient was a police officer. In fact, several uniformed cops were already there and came marching down to the lobby, eager to hear the details. They seemed especially interested in who specifically had shot Detective Justice, and the current whereabouts of that individual.

“Listen,” I said to them, “a bomb is set to go off. Only Detective Justice knows where it is and how to defuse it. If you get her to regain consciousness, she can tell you that and tell you everything you need to know about who shot her, and why, and who needs arrested. But if you can’t wake her up, none of this is going to matter. This bomb, it’s not a ‘blow up a building’ type bomb, it’s a ‘blow up the town’ situation.”

“He’s telling the truth,” said Amy, though they had no more reason to believe the same wild story coming from her unless they’d read the previous books in this series. “We don’t even know how much time is left on the device, it’s not running off a clock, but some kind of a … sensor, I guess. It could go off at any moment.”

A cop with a bushy mustache and sideburns who I think I’d spoken to before said, “Why would Judy have a nuclear bomb?” and I was relieved to see that he seemed to genuinely want to know, he wasn’t dismissing us with a ridiculous rhetorical question. So clearly somebody not new to the force.

“Look,” I said, keeping my voice low for the other patients crowded into the lobby’s waiting room, including at least two kids who seemed to be cradling broken arms, “I assume everybody on the force knows that if the weird shit here gets too weird, somebody upstairs will come down and put a stop to it. You know how in time travel movies they’ll try to go back and kill Hitler? Well, they have a device that can do that, only instead of killing Hitler, it goes back and kills this town. The guy who founded it back in the olden days would, I don’t know, get kicked to death by a horse instead.”

“Why wouldn’t they just use it to kill Hitler?” asked the cop.

“What I’m trying to tell you is that evacuating the town won’t do anything, if you run home and collect your family and flee the state, the device will still get you and everyone else who can trace their origins to this place. And only Detective Justice knows how to turn it off.”

“Where’s the bomb now?”

“I’m not telling you, because then you’ll arrest me and send a bomb squad to go get it. We’re going to get it and bring it here.”

“You’re gonna bring a bomb to a hospital?”

“I mean, what difference does it make? Either Justice can disarm it or not. It has a six-mile blast zone, it doesn’t matter if the bomb is here or the dump or the middle of a kindergarten class.”

“You skipped the most important part,” noted the cop, “which is why did she activate it in the first place? If you bring the bomb back here and Judy wakes up and switches it off, what about the thing the bomb was trying to stop? Is that still out there?”

“We’re on top of it.”

“GET ON THE FLOOR!”

Two other cops had come up behind Officer Muttonchops and did not seem to share his friendly disposition.

“Everything is fine,” I said, “we’re the ones who brought Justice here.”

“ON THE FLOOR!”

Then the other cop said to Muttonchops, “Justice said he’s the one who shot her.”

“That’s not true!” I said, on my way to the floor. “She’s lying because she doesn’t want us to defuse the bomb!”

But now my hands were being zip-tied, and Amy was on the floor next to me, as always waiting for the cop to figure out how to cuff a person with only one hand. Eventually, the officer just decided she wasn’t much of an escape risk and left her unrestrained. I looked around for Mini Joy, thinking maybe she’d dispersed the moment she saw the situation go sideways (they wouldn’t arrest a child, but they would certainly detain her and try to find her “parents”). Then I spotted her across the room, sitting with a strange family as if she belonged to them, filming the whole thing with her phone.







327 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



John

He expected to find himself ankle-deep in ash, but instead John was standing on a busy sidewalk in a gleaming alabaster city. It was nighttime, just as in the world he’d left, but about eighty degrees warmer. Not a single star was visible overhead.

Several pedestrians stopped, having no doubt heard the shriek of his arrival. Then he saw a huddle of soldiers in their opulent iridescent armor, pointing and reacting like they’d been waiting for him. He assumed they’d start frantically calling in his appearance on their radios, but maybe that was unnecessary if they also had little crystal hands in their hair that silently relayed all such information.

Off in the distance, amid the white towers, there was the huge, slowly rotating ball Amy had described, bathing everything below in cold blue light. John imagined it coming unmoored and knocking over the whole skyline like bowling pins. The buildings all had metal shutters rolled down over their windows and he suspected that was not normal, that those were closed on days they were expecting projectiles, shrapnel, and the stabbing of giant crab claws. He was standing on grass, but it seemed synthetic, like real grass wouldn’t grow here but they knew human brains need to see green every now and then to stave off despair.

He turned and behind him was a massive wall, tall enough that twenty adults would need to stand on each other’s shoulders to see over it. The wall extended in both directions, wrapping around the whole city the way they do it in the Lord of the Rings universe, or like that giant wall that wraps all the way around China. Oddly enough, John felt safe there behind the wall, among the clean white buildings and the pedestrians. Everything was neat and organized and these seemed like people who had a solid plan in place for any crustaceans who tried to scramble sideways over the ramparts. But then he lowered his gaze to the base of the wall and saw dead bodies lined up in rows. Then he took a step closer and found himself longing for the blissful ignorance he was experiencing seconds earlier, when he’d thought they were merely corpses.

He moved closer still, sensing Snowball at his feet doing the same. He soon arrived at a bare torso, and just a torso, with a head. Next to it was another, then another, rows of them laid out at the base of the wall, all missing their arms and legs. Flies swarmed the ranks of dismembered bodies and some of the heads were trying to shake them off because all of these people were alive, coughing and groaning and begging passersby for aid. The pedestrians strolled past, paying them no mind. Well, most of them did. John watched as a young boy casually walked over and kicked one of the limbless men in his exposed testicles, causing him to cry out. Farther down the street, an elderly man stopped and urinated in the face of another.

He moved in to examine them. These men had been tall and muscular. These were LeSabre’s people. Where the arms and legs had been were neat scars from the surgery that had removed them. A white device the size of a shoebox sat on the ground next to each man, a clear tube running into their neck. The nearest man’s wild eyes rolled to meet John’s gaze.

“Please…,” he croaked. “Please.”

John wondered if this man’s limbs had been packed into the loaf of parts that had appeared in the Spirit Nothing parking lot. It seemed clear to him that they had been zapped over along with the Penetrator, dropped into that disputed territory to send a message to LeSabre and Jumbo and everybody who dared stand against them. Then John remembered Dave’s arm had been in that loaf, or rather, the arm of whatever version of Dave lived here. He wondered if the rest of him was alive out here somewhere, and if John could strap his torso to his back like C-3PO in The Empire Strikes Back, take him home and put him back together somehow. Ask him why he’d written that message on his arm, which John had forgotten all about until right now.

“I thought it smelled like bitch out here.”

John turned and there was Jumbo, but not quite. It wasn’t quite the Scourge, either. This was a Jumbo who didn’t smoke and did more cardio, or maybe one who just had access to better skin care. He wore a suit that looked expensive and polished shoes that had clearly never taken a single step out in the ash. Of the three Jumbos he’d met, this was the only one without a patch over one eye.

“You’re six minutes late,” said this version of Jumbo. “And in the wrong spot.”

“I didn’t know we had an appointment,” said John, “or in what spot you expected Snowball to zap me to. What is it they call you here? The Administrator? So you administrated all these horrors?”

“I’m just a cog in a machine, same as you. Sometimes when there are little irregularities and variations, I wonder if that’s also part of the plan or if something is about to break. Six minutes doesn’t seem like a lot but that kind of irregularity is not the norm.”

“I’m sure, that’s sixty minutes back home. So your computer models for all this predict every little thing? Including Snowball getting trimmer-stabbed at the Muff Buffet?”

“Your little friend was found wandering the ash a few days ago and a patrol brought him inside the walls. Then he popped away again when he was sitting in that building right over there, on the second floor, where we’d taken him to get checked over. None of that was projected, no. But we’re catching up and I was told that the two of you would reappear, but six minutes earlier than you actually appeared, and a block that direction. Do you know who works in that building right back there, where the creature vanished from?”

“How would I know that?”

“Our version of your Amy.” He gestured toward the second floor and said, “Right up there. Information Gathering.”

“Fascinating. In our world, that’s Jake Pigg’s Muff Buffet. Did you get the vial of Golden Death out of Snowball?”

The Administrator stared. “What?”

The torso on the ground groaned another plea and John turned to face him. It was difficult to hear but the message came through clearly: He was begging to be put out of his misery.

“Don’t let it talk to you,” said the Administrator.

“These are prisoners of war? This is what you do to them?”

“This is what we have to do. This is what they force us to do.”

“Or what? What happens if you don’t?”

“We lose everything and they do a thousand times worse to us. All that ash out there? That is what remains of the lucky ones. Those they abduct suffer a far worse fate.”

“So you just put these guys out here to slowly die?”

“Oh, no. They’re connected to life support. They’ll lie here for as long as we are able to keep them, for a hundred years, a thousand. Our civilization will preserve and nurture their suffering the way a mother protects her young. Maggots will eat their eyes and then we will regrow them so they can be eaten again. Notice there are no women here? We keep them in a special section. Want to hear about it?”

“No, I think I’ve got the idea. So you do this because that’s what your big, blue ball wants you to do?”

“No more than a medical text ‘wants’ a tourniquet to stop the bleeding. It simply informs us that if we want the bleeding to stop, these are factually the steps that must be taken.”

John noted that the limbless men extended down every street visible to him, pedestrians and shoppers stepping over them. Thousands, tens of thousands.

“So let me ask you, Admin: Did you have these guys hidden when Amy was here? Oh, wait, you wouldn’t have had to. Your glass hand thing would simply have blocked them from her vision.”

“She was shown what she needed to be shown. Your brain already omits unimportant information, our system just streamlines and maximizes the process.”

“So is there a version of me here? Or Dave?”

“Definitely not you. I think you’re dead everywhere. As for David, he’s just a guy. Maybe he’s out there in the ash, mummifying under five layers of bodies. Maybe he’s back in the home world, cleaning toilets or dodging conscription. It doesn’t matter. No one person matters. If you’re offended by what you see here, then put an end to the war that makes it necessary. Get your ass in gear and go finish the job.”

Snowball was now clinging to John’s leg. He picked up the animal and held it with his left arm.

“Sure. Just one thing I’ve gotta do first,” he said.

He raised his right hand and launched the hidden pistol into his palm. He stepped over to the limbless man who’d begged for release and shot him in the head.

There was shouting and shuffling behind him, the soldiers rushing him. What he’d done was apparently a pretty serious crime here in Orb Town.

John turned and pointed the pistol at the Administrator.

The man just smiled at him, then held up a hand to halt the soldiers.

“It’s funny,” said John, “when we first discovered that pile of limbs in the parking lot, the cops were picturing what kind of gigantic monster could excrete such a thing. I imagined the biggest, most terrifying beast possible, something the size of a sperm whale, only with giant leathery wings and tentacles, something that somehow has both teeth and a beak. But now that I’m face-to-face with you, I have to say the true monster is, well, that thing I was imagining, because you’re just a shithead in a suit.”

“What do you think shooting me would accomplish?”

“I think your blue ball’s projections of all the outcomes don’t have me shooting you in the face, probably because it could not possibly have anticipated my hidden pistol mechanism.”

“What if I told you that it projected exactly this, and that I made sure to be here specifically so that you could do it? That accomplishing our goals actually requires you to shoot me?”

“I think you’re telling me that because you know that the one thing that would make me not shoot you is thinking that you predicted I would.”

“Maybe I told you the System projected you would shoot me because I knew you would assume I was lying because I knew that the System projecting you would shoot me would make you not want to shoot me but the assumption that I am lying about the System projecting you would shoot me would make you want to shoot me, thus fulfilling the— AAAAUUGGGH!!”

The Administrator fell to the ground, having been freshly shot in the eye with the last bullet from John’s sleeve-gun. The gleaming soldiers were rushing John once more, apparently unaware that in the grand scheme of things—literally—they needed John’s help to win their war.

“If you can work that thing,” muttered John to Snowball, “this would be the time.”

But now strong hands were dragging him down and another set of hands were trying to pry Snowball out of his arms. The creature was squealing, “No! No! Ow!” but the men got him free and John could hear one of them saying, “Get that thing off him, the yellow tape.”

John was pressed face down in the fake grass and from above him, heard, “SHIT! IT BIT ME!”

Then a fluffy weight landed on John’s back and

REEK!

He and Snowball were lying in the gravel parking lot outside Jake Pigg’s Muff Buffet.

“WHOA! The monster is back and it’s riding that dude!”

Several kids were standing around the back door, in the process of being ejected by a couple of Jake Pigg’s bouncers. Then Marconi burst out the door, having heard the commotion.

“I’ve got Snowball!” said John. “We’re still perfectly on schedule!”

But then John’s text message notification dinged. He sat up enough to dig out his phone. The message was from Joy, a video clip of Dave restrained on the floor of the hospital lobby, arguing with cops.



The Scourge

The version of Lucius Kennelworth who would well earn the moniker “the Scourge” wandered the shelves of his collection as Bridgette and Milton descended the stairs behind him, approximately twenty-two seconds behind schedule. He sipped a drink from a leather pouch, a nectar that stank like menthol and went down like fire ants scurrying over his throat. The drink had come from a world where the inhabitants had no name for Lucius at all, for they just grunted and fled into their ruined buildings at the sight of him. He had visited many such places, scouting them the way franchises hunt for neighborhoods ripe for a new coffee joint.

There was a spot where Lucius could stand along the Trophy Wall that gave him an unobstructed view of the stairwell entrance while his own body was shielded behind a suit of armor on display (if the visor on the helmet were lifted, it would reveal that the armor was held upright by the mummified remains of the brave man who’d worn it, his face frozen in a scream).

The girl came into view first, nipples poking through a skintight T-shirt that left a tantalizing ribbon of naked skin visible at her midriff. She was holding an oversized revolver straight out from her in a trembling hand. She was likely surprised by the weight, at how quickly the arm got tired of brandishing it. Disarming her would be trivial and also pointless. Females don’t look you in the eye when they kill, not if they can avoid it. Poison is the feminine weapon. Milton, on the other hand, came down right behind her and he was ready to die, wielding a Colt .45 that he’d used to shoot beer cans and, once, to ward off a burglar. It held only eight bullets and, with them, this obese embarrassment of a primate intended to reclaim his masculinity, to fight the battle he’d been denied when he’d failed the Army’s physical twenty-six years ago.

Here, then, were two walking avatars of voluntary extinction, genetic dead ends in a civilization that celebrates their unproductive traits the way a brain redirects blood to a tumor. Bridgette was a living fuck doll, all taut muscles and smooth skin, the kind of tight, round ass that you only find on women with hips poorly suited for childbirth. She had obliterated her sex drive with SSRIs intended to dull her brain’s ability to accurately calibrate her own uselessness but still took birth control just to make extra sure her bloodline did not continue. A beautiful, dead-eyed receptacle. Milton, on the other hand, was three hundred pounds of addiction and sloth, passing as much grease, sugar, and THC through his system as possible until someday dying in a nursing home, soaking up vast quantities of effort and resources from those younger and more capable.

The pair moved past the shelves of wine and spirits, their eyes bouncing around the space, as if each had decided to give situational awareness a try for the first time in their lives. They did not see the Scourge, though they had now moved close enough that any mildly observant person would have picked him out of the clutter. Both exuded the stomach-turning delusional confidence endemic to their era that would qualify as madness in any other. Bridgette’s encounters with low-value, lustful men had led her to believe herself to be a unique and special prize, an exotic beauty to forever be treasured and protected by some male with actual strength and competence. Milton’s size had allowed him to avoid physical confrontation through intimidation all his life and thus still believed himself to have toughness and combat prowess that, in reality, had deserted him decades ago.

The Scourge felt his heart leap in his chest. Here were two perfect playthings, sent his way as a little treat before victory. He anticipated watching the dread course through their systems as their true selves were exposed, the shattering of their unspoken bedrock belief that this universe has limits on just how much suffering and humiliation can be experienced by the human animal.

When they were close enough to him that it was frankly comical that he’d not been spotted, the Scourge stepped into the open and said, “They’re dead, you know.”

Bridgette jumped at the sight of him. Milton swung his gun around.

“Who is?” asked the big man who was struggling to catch his breath after the brief descent down the stairs.

“The butterflies, on her backpack. They’re all drawn with their wings fully spread. Living butterflies always have theirs raised, they only look like that after they’re killed and pinned to a board.”

“What’s that noise?” asked Milton.

“What does it sound like?”

“Screaming. Hundreds of people, screamin’ in pain.”

The Scourge smiled. “Only hundreds?”

“They’re above us,” said Bridgette. “It’s people being tortured in a huge tower.”

“Above us, below us,” said Scourge. “Mostly below, at this point. The mechanism has proceeded from ingestion to injection.”

Neither of them asked for clarification on this, and the Scourge was a little disappointed. He had a whole thing ready.

“I don’t know what you are,” said Milton, “but whatever sick shit you roped Jumbo into, it ends right here. I’m not scared of you and I am not amazed by anything you got over here. People like you have been worshipping the Devil for as long as the universe has been around, sacrificing virgins and babies and doing orgies with their blood. Jumbo wouldn’t have agreed to any of this evil shit. He was a good man. You look like you eat your Snickers bars with the veins side down.”

“And yet, you are here on behalf of the ones who mutilated him.”

“Don’t bother with that bullshit, dude. I knew not to trust any of you from the jump. I got friends who were stationed overseas, places where they got sectarian violence, tribes and warlords who’ve been going tit for tat since they were doin’ it with sticks and stones. Every man who makes it back alive says the same thing: These crazies deserve each other.”

The Scourge took a sip of his drink and said, “Do you think, Milton, that there is some alternate version of you who would be sickened by what you are? Maybe one who took school more seriously, who treated his body better, who actually became the man you fantasize about being when you go to sleep at night?”

“I’m not here to talk to you. You look like the type of guy who wipes his ass with olive loaf.”

Milton was staring so hard at the Scourge that he of course did not register the creature skittering on the floor behind him, which was unfortunate because Lucius was certain that if the huge man had spotted it, his reaction would be comical.

Bridgette said, “Is that what you think you are? Some better version of Jumbo? Why, because in this world, you became some kind of god-king to a hive of freaks?”

As she spoke, the pale arachnid crept closer to Milton’s ankle. The Scourge did not break eye contact to glance at it.

“We were the same man, once,” said the Scourge. “Your Lucius and I. What you are seeing are the results of different paths taken, different choices made. It is a unique bond that we have with the person we could have been, or should have been. No greater love, no greater hatred.”

“And you’re the one who made a deal with the Devil,” said Milton.

“The gods do not make deals. And neither do people; they only think they do. The one who deserves to win is the one who wins and there is nothing else. That is life, that is nature, that is God, that is the Devil.”

Bridgette pointed the shaky gun at him. If she squeezed that trigger, the bullet had an equal chance of hitting the floor or ceiling, and zero chance of hitting him.

“Stop it,” she said. “Right now. If you and Jumbo are the same then there has to be good inside you, a part that knows this is wrong.”

“You really think I can flip a switch and the work of millions across centuries will just stop on a dime?”

“Aren’t you like the king here? The money has your face on it.”

He smiled. “I am literally their creator, appearing across centuries to offer edicts before vanishing again. Then I go home, make a beverage, and watch as structures sprout up from the ground in fast-forward. Do you understand that, in this place, I am older than Jesus? So they also have legends of a messiah returning, but in this world, it actually happens every time I decide to pop in. I schedule vacation days at work to come here.”

Milton cocked the pistol for dramatic effect, then said, “Did the Devil make you bulletproof as part of your deal? Because I am about five seconds from— AAAGGGHH!!!”

Milton flailed, trying to get the arachnid off him, the creature having bitten down on his Achilles. The Scourge had been right: It was very, very comical.







2.5 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



John

Marconi’s tour bus was racing to the hospital at the maximum speed allowed by the conditions and the nature of the vehicle, which was roughly the same speed John could have made the trip on foot. The clock had just struck nine thirty.

They’d had a brief discussion about what to do next, considering the half of the team that was supposed to go get the Bean Bomb from the butter warehouse was currently being arrested and the one person who knew how to disarm it had been taken into emergency surgery to remove Milton’s bullet from her lung. Marconi had made a compelling case that they should go to the butter warehouse themselves, get the bomb, then speed to the hospital where every problem would be conveniently in one location. But here is where John had had to think carefully, because the itchy spot on his back was growing worse and he was pretty certain he had been bitten by the Scourge’s bug minion and wanted to make sure his decision was his own. And the reality was that there simply wasn’t time.

First, he had no idea how to break into the warehouse, as last time they’d entered via a rift in the police station’s basement and that route surely was closed to them now. The warehouse would have serious doors and locks even if they were just protecting millions of dollars’ worth of butter, and that was just the cover story. Secondly, there was the fact that once they got in, John had no idea where in that gigantic, frozen warehouse they would find the one box that secretly contained that glass skull full of reality-erasing shadows. There were tens of thousands of those boxes on hundreds of shelves and John only remembered that this one was somewhere around the middle. If given a few hours, yeah, he could go shelf by shelf and wait for his intuition to kick in, to feel the dark power emanating from one of them. But they didn’t have a few hours. When you added up everything else that needed done aside from this, they probably didn’t even have one hour.

And here’s the thing: There was a point in John’s life when he absolutely would not have admitted this out loud, he’d have charged out there and hoped he could figure out something on the fly or come up with a good excuse for when he didn’t, figuring blame wouldn’t matter in a post-beans world. Instead, he’d come clean about how he simply was not capable of doing what needed done in the allotted time. Was this the influence of the mind-controlling bug? Was it rearranging neurons and prions to mutate John into a normal person?

So, off to the hospital they went, with a mostly unspoken plan that involved quickly accomplishing a series of tasks in a manner so unlikely that John was struggling to picture them in his mind. At the moment, Dr. Marconi was sitting at the small table on the bus where he probably ate his meals, trying to feed Snowball exactly one teaspoon of 3 percent hydrogen peroxide, supposedly the perfect amount to induce vomiting in dogs. Of course, they had no way of knowing if this creature from another universe shared any physiology with dogs or if the capsule of Golden Death hadn’t already dissolved in its stomach, or if he hadn’t pooped it out during the hours he’d spent out of their sight. All of that was moot at the moment, because Snowball was not only refusing to open up for the treatment the doctor was trying to squirt into him from a plastic syringe, but had both of his little hands clamped over his mouth.

“It’s medicine,” said the doctor in what he probably thought was a reassuring tone. “It’s good for you. Open up. Open. Snowball! Open!”

They had not attempted to remove the Manus Dei from his fur, for fear that the panic induced by the attempt would cause Snowball to zap away again. This meant that anyone making physical contact with the animal could, at any moment, be reeked into the middle of an ashy, crab-infested war zone (if John had the geography right, the bus was driving away from the gleaming city where the giant blue orb drank up the anguish of wailing torsos, and was already outside of its walls). It felt like they should be taking some precaution against that, but John was damned if he could think of what. So all they could do was make sure someone was always touching the creature, because the one thing they could not have happen was Snowball popping over to the other side alone to be instantly swallowed by a crustacean.

“Is there a way to put him to sleep?” said John. “I don’t mean it as a euphemism for euthanasia, I mean is there anesthetic or something we could get them to do at the hospital, then they could pump his stomach? Something like that?”

The doctor looked at him over his glasses. “You think you could get a needle into him, or a scary-looking mask over his face, without—”

REEK!

“WHAAA—”

Thump.

John jumped and spun toward the noise. He immediately and wrongly assumed that Snowball had reeked away and triggered some kind of chaos in the bus, but instead it was Beemee, who had somehow managed to zap herself inside a moving vehicle, but apparently hadn’t anticipated the effect of inertia. She had, as far as John could tell, apparated with her feet a few inches off the floor, while the bus around her proceeded forward, causing her to, from John’s perspective, go flying backward until she crashed into the rear wall.

She brushed ash off her basketball shorts and said, “I can’t believe that worked. What is happening? You went to Sanctuary? And shot the Administrator?”

“Sounds like you know what’s happening,” said John. “He dead?”

“No, they said the caliber was so small that the bullet got lodged in his orbital bones.”

“So they sent you to get revenge? You know we’re on our way to defeat your most hated enemy, the one you said couldn’t be defeated without our help.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

She glanced around the bus, as if looking for some kind of evidence that was true. Marconi still had not spoken to her, just carefully observed the interaction with Snowball on his lap, the animal’s eyes now expressing more concern than ever.

“We got sidetracked,” said John. “There’s a piece of information we need from a cop but they got shot, then Dave got detained. Then that thing ate the vial. So we need to go get the information, pump Snowball’s stomach, then drive the Golden Death to Jumbo’s place. Then we’ll pop it right through. Assuming Bridgette is back. She, uh, also got sidetracked and the portal slit got sealed.”

“You don’t have time for all that.”

“It will be cutting it close, yes. But we’re used to it, a lot of these jobs come right down to the wire and it’s always fine. Don’t you have to be getting back? You’re always on a strict countdown.”

Something passed over Beemee’s face before she said, “They don’t have a set pickup time for me. I think the area I left from back there has been … overtaken. I don’t even know if the squad that helped me pull off this maneuver made it back to the base, or if the base is even still standing. My appearance here is our Hail Mary attempt to help you see this through.”

John thought through the implications of all that and could only reply, “Oh.”

Beemee again made a show of surveying her surroundings, more carefully this time, as if assessing what exactly she had to work with.

She made eye contact with Mini Joy and said, “Hello. Who are you?”

“Doctor Macaroni is doing take-your-daughter-to-work day,” said Joy.

John said, “Don’t ask her any follow-up questions, properly explaining it would take six months in your world. So what I saw in your city when I popped over there, I wasn’t supposed to see that, was I? And I’m thinking you definitely didn’t let Amy see it when you were holding her captive.”

“Showing her the Corruptors would have clouded her judgment,” said Beemee in a way that sounded well rehearsed. “Not all information is good, sometimes it skews your perspective because it pushes an emotional button that obscures the logic. In this case, the issue is context. Your Amy has never experienced war. If you haven’t experienced it yourself, then you know nothing about it. You know nothing about the world in general. In war, everything else gets swept aside, you have perfect clarity. Your morality, John, in this life you’re living, is the morality of the safe and comfortable and you only get to experience it because people in the past hit so hard that the enemy never got back up. Amy can proudly call herself nonviolent because others lifted the burden of that choice from her shoulders. And I envy her for that, I really do.”

“Do you know it’s a ritual?” asked Marconi, calmly. “The inflicting of suffering on the captives, with the specific preparations performed at the command of a higher intelligence?”

Beemee crossed her arms. “Everything is a ritual until you understand the reason for it. They used to perform ‘rituals’ on meat to prevent sickness, before they figured out the ceremony was just killing certain bacteria.”

“And what were you promised by your god, if you carried out the ritual as commanded?”

“That I and everyone I love don’t wind up in the Purifier.”

John said, “And you haven’t noticed any similarity at all between your belief system and theirs?”

“Only in the sense that the rapist and gynecologist perform physically similar acts.”

“Okay, but if you went to a gynecologist who did weird enough shit, at some point wouldn’t you start to suspect he wasn’t on the level?”

“What’s a gynecologist?” asked Mini Joy, in her most childish voice.

“Cover your ears, dear,” said Marconi.

“What’s a rapist?” asked Snowball.

“Aha! Success!” shouted Marconi as Snowball coughed and sputtered in his lap. “I got him to swallow the peroxide, when he pulled his hands away to ask what a rapist was. Now, we wait.”

Beemee fell into a barely cushioned bench along one wall of the bus and stared at the ceiling. “How are you like this? How is your world like this? Is it possible the System can’t model your outcomes because you’re too stupid?”

John said, “Hey, we’re doing our best.”

Beemee leveled her gaze at him. “I know.”



The Scourge

The show had been disappointing in its brevity. The thrashing struggle between the large man and, well, himself, had carried over to the wine rack and resulted in several shelves being knocked over and multiple bottles smashed. He was now moaning on the floor among the puddles of precious spilled liquid, the freshly fired pistol still in his hand. Bridgette was kneeling over him. Blood was oozing from his groin.

In the moments after the arachnid’s bite, the Scourge had watched as fresh, bright desires blasted through the big man. He was certain the man’s erection was visible through his overalls and it was actually impressive how quickly Milton came to his decision. He was nothing in the face of that desire, had no practice in resisting such urges. He knew what he would eventually do and who all he would do it to, and what it would feel like. So, after making a big show of whirling around the room and clawing at his hair, Milton had taken his shiny pistol and shot himself in the genitals.

From the floor, Bridgette aimed her own quivering pistol at the Scourge.

“Why?!?” she said. “What are you?”

“Do you think I’m a servant of the Devil?” said the Scourge. “That’s what he believed. Then again, why would we care about his opinion when he’s the one who just blew off his own balls? Seems to be a man with questionable judgment, if you ask me.”

“You did that! Your—your bug thing! It mind-controlled him!” Said bug was now a smear on the floor nearby, where Bridgette had stomped it flat.

“It did nothing of the sort,” said the Scourge. “All it did was strip away the husk of inhibition to expose Milton’s purest desires. You think he saw you as a surrogate daughter? You think his warm affection, his protectiveness, would remain if you had bad skin and weighed two hundred pounds more, if he didn’t enjoy the boost in social status that comes with being seen with a hot babe? Those fuzzy feelings were just the whiffs of raw sexual desire he’d buried under the inhibitions imposed by his religious upbringing and the disgust he felt toward his own obesity.”

“What are you even talking about?”

The Scourge sighed. “I suppose I was expecting too much from this conversation.”

Bridgette got up and marched over until she was two feet away, stabbing the gun toward him.

With tears smearing mascara down her cheeks, she screamed, “Our inhibitions are just as much a part of us as our desire, you asshole! You sound like one of those idiots who say the drunk you is the ‘real’ you because that’s when you let your true feelings out. That’s bullshit! The part of you that cares about consequences is every bit as real! If you peel off my skin, you haven’t uncovered the ‘real’ me, you psychopath!”

“You say that only because you’ve never experienced the unchecked fulfillment of desire. The pleasure Milton there would have felt if he’d allowed himself to follow through would have been utterly transcendent. I don’t just mean in the intensity of the sensation, but in the realization that he had been living a false life, that all of his most powerful evolutionary urges had always been chained up and locked away in his basement.”

She wasn’t listening. Bridgette was kneeling over Milton again and now she was helping him to his feet, her sculpted glutes flexing, trying to get him to the stairs, his each step leaving behind huge boot prints of crimson.

“He’ll bleed out,” said the Scourge, “even if you had an ambulance waiting at the top.”

“You have to step up,” she was muttering to the groaning, leaking man as she tried to coax him up the stairs. “I can’t carry you. There, good. Next one.”

“There are 121 steps,” said the Scourge, realizing he’d somewhat forgotten just how tedious these people could be. “You’ve made it up two, now three. What do you think you’re accomplishing?”

“Don’t listen to him,” whispered Bridgette to the doomed man, a man who would immediately attempt to ravage her the moment he regained his strength, and who would continue to do so until he was put down like an animal. And still, up the stairs they went, out of sight, the shuffling and grunting continuing above. A pair of genetic misfires, clinging to a life that neither could possibly believe was worth living.



Me

With 135 minutes until the Purifier was set to rewrite world history to impose crab dominion and some unknowable amount of time until Bean Bomb detonation, I was handcuffed in a squad car with no idea if any member of our operation was making progress toward any of our goals. They had taken Amy’s phone, because she wasn’t cuffed and they probably didn’t want her filming and/or calling in allies for rescue. Mine was dinging in my pocket with incoming text notifications, possibly from John sending updates, or Joy sending taunts from across the parking lot, or just my landlord asking if I could advance him next month’s rent because he’d lost his Super Bowl bet. Even if I could retrieve the phone with my cuffed hands, the cops would instantly confiscate it if they saw, and lots of them were watching.

We were parked on the sidewalk next to the emergency entrance, right where we would most be in the way of arriving ambulances and shuffling patients trying to get to their cars. Several nearby cops had been having discussions ever since we’d been shoved in here and I got the sense they were organizing a raid of Jumbo’s house, thinking the accomplices to Justice’s shooting may still be holed up there. I thought it was likely that this was literally the most incorrect anyone has ever been about the physical location of another human being.

I twisted around, trying to see the entrance of the parking lot, looking for any sign of a friendly tour bus coming to our rescue.

“Hopefully they never come,” said Amy. “Because that would mean they got the capsule back and are already at Jumbo’s place, fixing everything.”

I sighed. “I know we don’t like to speak such thoughts aloud because we figure that’s bad luck or whatever, but it’s occurring to me that maybe this is where this was always heading. Just, wipe it all out. Turn it to beans. Hundreds of people who’ve died weird over the years—probably more than we know—and instead of that, they just never existed. Never suffered.”

“No,” she replied. “There has to be a way. There’s still time. I’m not just resigning myself to killing everyone in this town and everyone who has lived here over the centuries.”

“But think of all the additional beans.”

There was a pause before Amy said, “This is what I’ll never understand about you, maybe ever. The way you act like it doesn’t matter to you if you die, or if you’d never been born. Like all of this, including us, you could just take it or leave it.”

I was silent for a moment, utterly dumbstruck.

“What?” I said, finally. “That’s not it at all. Me winding up with you was like if you got a call saying you’d been nominated for an Academy Award for a movie you weren’t even in. You know it’s a mistake and every day you wait for them to correct it but then you’re on the red carpet, then the ceremony, and then they’re announcing that you’ve won and finally you’re on stage and still nobody is putting a stop to it. That’s me. Right now, I’m sitting with my trophy next to Al Pacino and everybody is congratulating me but I know I don’t deserve it, I’m just along for the ride until somebody, somewhere, finally notices. The way reality is skewed in this place, some people get eaten by monsters and some fall through a hole in time, but me, I met you and won the lottery. If this ends in beans, I understand. I’d have preferred it went on forever but, Jesus, what greed that would be on my part?”

“Well, we definitely have something to talk about the next time we see the counselor. You’re still afraid of being happy, you still don’t think you deserve anything good in your life, to the point that you’re willing to give up on everyone you’ve ever known, including me, just so you can finally resolve that tension.”

“Come on, if that bomb resets the town, you’ll still exist somewhere, in some capacity. You have to. And hey, maybe we all will.”

“We’re not going to find out. We’re going to fix this. It may already be fixed. John and Marconi have probably already popped in and out of the basement. Twenty minutes over there, like ten seconds here. Boom, done.”

“There they are.”

Marconi’s tour bus was rolling into the hospital parking lot, instantly drawing the attention of everyone in the vicinity.



John

The tour bus was trailing a line of vehicles behind it like a kite’s tail. The dudes who’d shown up at the Muff Buffet had come in response to one of the staff having posted a clip online of several mostly nude dancers chasing Snowball around the roof. Some comments had dismissed it as a viral marketing stunt, but the town was already trending due to the gruesome murder and the supposed standoff that resulted in several cops being wounded and a warehouse burning down. So this had just helped convince some more horror tourists that things were popping off and maybe it was worth the drive.

“I will deal with the spectators,” said Marconi. “My camera crew will accompany me in hopes that the promise of appearing on television will distract the bystanders from all other concerns.”

John nodded. “Got it. And while you’re doing that, I’ll go talk to the cops.”

Marconi clearly did not think that was a good idea, but he’d gotten the first pick of jobs and had already taken the other one.

Marconi’s camera operator and sound engineer started prepping their gear. “I never got your name,” noted John to the cameraman.

“Don’t use my real name,” replied Cam Normaldick. The woman running sound, Ham Slamwich, said she was fine having her real name included.

Mini Joy had found a blanket and was wrapping Snowball in a way that would render him invisible to witnesses and their phone cameras, but that hopefully wouldn’t panic the creature. He seemed cool with it for the moment and Marconi picked up the bundle. They were taking a risk that, once outside, some idiot would run up and startle Snowball and cause him to reek out, but leaving him behind in a tour bus full of equipment and strange artifacts seemed equally if not more dangerous. John imagined the animal getting behind the wheel and crashing the bus into the hospital waiting room, at which point it would somehow explode and burn down the building with all the patients inside.

When they stepped out into the cold, they were greeted by at least a dozen tourists filming with their phones, plus some sickly-looking folks who John thought must have migrated out of the waiting room to see what was going on, perhaps seeing the tour bus with Marconi’s huge face on the side and thinking Michael McDonald was in town.

“Hello, everyone,” said Marconi, cradling the Snowball bundle and probably praying the little shit didn’t start talking.

“Show us the creature!” shouted someone from behind their phone.

“It is not a ‘creature,’ I’m afraid,” said Marconi. “At least not in the way you mean it. My crew went to an adult establishment to investigate a supposed cryptid, only to find an albino vervet monkey, illegally imported from South Sudan by an unnamed party in an act of extreme poor judgment. Unfortunately, the animal has bitten someone and we are here to get the necessary treatment and rabies tests.”

John slipped away from the pack and jogged toward the police car that contained Dave and Amy. Next to the vehicle were several cops who seemed to be disagreeing about whose problem to make all this, considering the detective in charge of this case had been wheeled back for emergency repairs and it was likely no one else actually knew what the hell was going on (nothing about Justice’s methods indicated she was a team player when it came to sharing information).

The other miniature version of Joy was filming from down the sidewalk and, as John approached, shouted, “I saw David put something up his butt! Check his butt! It went way up there.”

“Hey guys,” John said to the huddle of freezing cops, “we’ve got kind of an emergency situation here. I promise once this is resolved, we’ll all turn ourselves in for whatever crimes you think we committed, but there’s a literal ticking time bomb situation here and those two need to be free to try to fix it.”

All of the cops had expressions like they knew who John was but none of them seemed particularly happy about it.

“Sir, you need to step back,” said one of them.

“If there’s really a bomb,” said another, “give us the location and we’ll send the bomb squad.”

“It’s not that kind of bomb. Come on, you’ve been paying attention the last couple days, there’s weird shit going on! It’s that stuff that happens in this town, with the monsters and demons and inexplicable oddities. Why do you think Marconi is here? This is all gonna be on TV! Look back there, see that thing he’s carrying? It’s a six-legged talking gremlin from another dimension. He’ll show it to you!”

On cue, there was a commotion behind him and it was Marconi and the clump of crew and onlookers, heading that way. John figured Marconi had decided the cover story was well established and so now it was all about trying to handle the other part of the project that John was surely screwing up.

Marconi started to say something, but was interrupted by one of the rubberneckers.

“WHOA!” said a kid from behind his phone. “They have two of that girl! Look!”

John turned and was surprised to see Beemee walking with Marconi. He had assumed she would stay behind as not to be seen, but their Amy wouldn’t have done that so maybe he should have anticipated this. He noted someone from the production crew had loaned her a parka and John supposed he’d have done the same, had he owned one.

“See!” said John to the nearest cop, trying to keep his voice low enough that the onlookers wouldn’t hear. “We’ve even got an evil clone of Amy with us! That’s not normal!”

He then turned to the kids who were alternately filming Amy and Beemee, the former trying to hide her face in the squad car. “That’s her sister,” said John. “She’s from out of town! Everything is fine.”

“Not her!” said the first onlooker. “The little girls! Look!”

He was pointing at the two identical Mini Joys, who were now standing abreast on the sidewalk.

“COME PLAAAAY WITH UUUUUS,” said the Joy twins, simultaneously.

“The daughters of one of my crew,” said Marconi, “who unfortunately have chosen this night to succumb to their juvenile sense of mischief.”

“Okay,” said Beemee, “there was definitely only one of them on the bus. Seriously, what’s going on?”

“Sir, you can’t film here,” shouted one of the cops to Marconi.

“I most certainly can,” rebutted the doctor. “And in fact, I would say that it is crucial that I do so, as I do not believe you grasp the gravity of the situation.” He then turned to all the onlookers and said, “Listen to me. This town has a tragic history with mass hysteria and the irresponsible spreading of rumors. We must separate fact from fantasy. Already I can sense the tremors of panic rippling through this community. Too many curiosity-seekers from out of town, hoping to film chaos for the parasites who feed on it, too many cars lined up at gas pumps at overnight convenience stores, entire families packed up and evacuating.”

“Then why are there so many cops here?” yelled another of the spectators. “They said the killer was already dead!”

John thought for a moment, then said, “Why are there so many cops here? Did the whole department show up just to give Justice moral support?”

“It’s security for the two incapacitated suspects,” said the most helpful of the cops, a guy with luxurious sideburns.

“LeSabre and the Penetrator? Then who’s guarding them now?”

“Trust me,” replied the cop, “the shape those guys were in, they weren’t gonna—”

He was interrupted by glass exploding and everyone screaming.

A thrashing, nonsense tangle of limbs blasted through a top-floor window of the hospital, a hundred feet above them. The mass fell and landed on the squad car where Dave and Amy were handcuffed, crumpling in the roof and blowing out the windows in a bejeweled spray.

“WHAT THE FUCK?” asked several bystanders and cops, simultaneously.

It was a fair question, but John immediately understood that the thrashing mass was the top quarter of LeSabre—his arm, tits, and head—engaged in vicious hand-to-hand combat with the skeleton and partially regrown musculature of the Penetrator. The former was grunting insults at his opponent in a language John had never heard before.

Dave reached out through the busted-out window and opened the door of the cop car. John ran over and helped him crawl out from under the battle between the two thrashing, cursing, partial men. Gawkers were recording on their phones and cops were screaming at everyone to get back.

As they retrieved Amy from the chaos, Dave asked, “Did you get Snowball to vomit up the nanoweapon?”

“Not yet, Marconi got it to swallow some peroxide but he was going to take it inside to see if somebody here can do a stomach pump or endoscope or something.”

“You need a vet, not a doctor!” shouted Dave over the commotion that seemed to be escalating rapidly.

“Neither one has experience with this thing’s anatomy, so what difference does it make where they got their degree? Also, even if it works, it may not solve our problem.” He turned to Amy. “You know how you saw that gigantic floating superintelligent blue eyeball in Beemee’s world and assumed it was totally fine? That’s actually their version of the Purifier. Their streets are lined with victims they’re torturing to appease it. She doesn’t deny it.”

He turned to Beemee, who’d appeared at some point, and she gestured at the thrashing mass atop the car.

“It’s a war,” she shouted. “You have seen both societies! You cannot tell me with a straight face that you see us as being the same as them! All you have seen are the horrible things they do and the horrible things they make us do.”

As she said that, LeSabre snarled as the Penetrator seemed to be digging an unfinished arm up into his rib cage, trying to tear at his exposed lungs.

“But what happens when—” began Amy, before someone screamed, “RUN!”

John spun just as LeSabre and the Penetrator burst into flame. Apparently the former had pulled out one of his fire pods and either on purpose or by accident, it had detonated in his hand, engulfing both men. The flames dripped down into the car and quickly flashed through the interior. So now everyone was running, probably expecting the car to detonate like they do in old action movies. Then John heard Marconi grunting and cursing under his breath. Snowball, in a panic, was thrashing himself free of the doctor’s grip. The creature twisted out of the blanket and jumped to the pavement, then took off like a shot, running on all six limbs, heading directly through the emergency doors of the hospital.

“SOMEBODY STOP HIM!” yelled John, but Dave was already in pursuit.







2 HOURS UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Amy

The burning shapes atop the crumpled cop car slowed and then stopped and Amy realized she had just watched two men die. They had been strange and violent but she’d had two full conversations with one of them and the other, for all she knew, was a colleague of the dimension twin standing five feet away from her. She wondered if the Penetrator and Beemee ever passed in the hall, or conversed while standing at the vending machine, before Beemee went to do her boring IT job and the Penetrator went back to wherever his people hung out. She wondered if LeSabre—she’d never even learned his real name—had really been grown in a pod, and even if he had been, did he have friends who would miss him, who maybe didn’t even know he’d been sent on an assignment into this strange, dangerous world? And now here were both men atop this engulfed cop car like a funeral pyre, their remaining limbs tangled in struggle even in death, both dying without knowing how the war would turn out for their side.

All this ran through her mind over the course of maybe four seconds, because that’s how long it took her to notice that Beemee had sprinted into the hospital after David, her emotional reaction to these two deaths not slowing her response by a single moment. This was, after all, a woman who commuted to work every day through drifts of her people’s ashes, who couldn’t make a big deal out of mourning a loss because back home, everybody had lost someone and that didn’t make you special. It would be selfish to slow the work just because you saw another one of yours vanish from the universe forever.

Amy ran, hearing Dr. Marconi behind her urging the onlookers not to chase after the animal, as that could startle it and cause it to bite. The police were shouting into radios demanding a fire truck while hospital staff were shouting about evacuation. She ran through the main waiting area in the lobby to the other waiting area they sent you to after getting called from the lobby, then to the third waiting area where patients graduated to before being called back to the specific examination room where additional waiting would occur. And as she passed farther into the building and away from the chaos outside, she started to reach those who hadn’t heard the news yet, the adult daughters assisting their elderly fathers back from whatever crisis or tragedy had brought them here at ten in the evening. There were chuckles and gasps and mutters as they saw what they probably assumed was a dog being chased by a large frantic man, then two identical gingers, and then whoever else had come charging in after Amy.

Snowball rounded a corner out of Amy’s view, and when she caught up, David was slapping the closed door of an elevator. Snowball was not visible anywhere else in the hall so, yes, it appeared the creature had slipped inside and was now heading up. David barked a curse word, then ran to find stairs.



Me

It was when the elevator doors closed that I first really considered that maybe this thing wasn’t going to happen.

No. There’s time because you’re not beans. If it was hopeless, the device would have gone off and erased all this.

Get the creature.

Get the vial.

Get to Jumbo’s.

And if you abruptly become beans in transit, then it’s not your problem anymore.

I found the stairs but of course had no idea what floor Snowball was heading toward. I ran up one floor, got out, found the elevator doors closed, ran back to the stairs, went up another, same result. I repeated this process until I emerged on the fourth floor, where I found a cluster of amused patients and nurses huddled around the elevator doors. One of them was holding them open, making the noises people make around unfamiliar pets. Amy and her evil twin spilled out of the stairwell behind me and I wondered how many witnesses had seen/filmed them together at this point.

“It’s okay, it’s okay!” cooed someone, trying to coax the creature out of the elevator. “Does anyone have a treat or something we can lure him with?”

“He belongs to me!” I yelled. “Be careful, he bites if he gets scared.”

They seemed relieved I was there, because they probably had no other protocol for this. What I of course did not bother to explain was that if someone touched and startled Snowball, they would not only get zapped into a war zone in a parallel universe, but would probably appear fifty feet in midair and break several bones upon landing.

I made my way over and found Snowball with his face stuck in the corner of the elevator, again like he thought this made him invisible. He burped and made retching noises and someone behind me said, “I think he’s going to throw up.”

“Come here, Snowball,” I said, crouching to be at the creature’s level. “Come here, boy,” and I realized only then that we’d always been assuming this creature’s sex and I wondered if anyone actually knew.

Snowball turned and saw me, seemed to recognize me, and waddled out of the elevator. I glanced to my right and saw Amy and her twin watching in the way a couple of nervous parents would watch their ten-year-old try to defuse a car bomb. A nurse passed them and did a double take.

I said, “He swallowed something,” as Snowball paused a couple of feet from me to continue retching.

“It has six legs,” said a guy nearby who I think was a janitor they’d called to come try to corral the creature.

“It’s from Madagascar,” I said. “Illegal import, owned by some shady character in town.”

I moved closer, trying my best to make comforting noises, though I knew animals had a way of sensing anxiety or general dark vibes in humans. Snowball clearly had those instincts, the understanding that no creatures were deadlier than scared people. I put my hand on his back. He retched and spat but nothing came up.

“It’s all right,” I said, “you’re okay.”

And I thought if he spat the vial into my hand, and if we sprinted downstairs and Marconi hauled ass to Jumbo’s place, if we found Bridgette standing in the basement waiting for us, we could rush through with more than an hour until midnight. Four days on the other side. Was that even enough time for the weapon to do its job? Would the Purifier’s work be too far along at that point so that not even the rapid spread of a plague would put a stop to it?

“We’re gonna be okay,” I said to the creature, and myself. “Everything’s gonna be—”

Fire alarms screamed from all around us. Snowball squealed and then

REEK!



Amy

There was that brief moment you always get when nobody knows exactly how to react to an alarm. Was it a drill? A lever yanked by a wayward patient? But Amy had been waiting for this because the burning vehicle downstairs was parked under the canopy over the emergency drive-through, so some part of the building was surely ablaze at this point. Evacuating patients was presumably a logistical nightmare, not the kind of thing you delayed in the name of waiting to see how quickly the fire would spread to the interior.

As such, the reaction of the bystanders was so immediate and severe that only two had noticed David and the animal vanish before their eyes. Both of those bystanders—one patient and one nurse—just kind of squinted and moved away with the crowd, probably assuming that panic had made their visual cortex short-circuit.

Amy turned to Beemee, who was now staring at that spot on the floor where David and Snowball had been, clearly waiting for them to reappear, doing that time-dilation math in her head and feeling it as a weight on her chest. Then she just sat on the floor, the fire alarm still shrieking around her, staff and patients hurrying past.

Amy said, “This could be good, right? David is on the other side with the vial. He could get that stuff onto one of their soldiers, it could spread across their whole army. Maybe that would be enough to turn the tide, to let your side win and destroy the Purifier.”

“We could have done that,” spat Beemee, still not taking her eyes off the empty spot of floor, “if we’d thought it would work. It needs to be inside, so the Scourge himself gets infected. He doesn’t leave the Purifier. It’s all just a game to him, he pops into that universe, moves his toy soldiers around, then goes back to his own world and waxes his sports car.”

“Wait, I thought you said the Scourge was a doppelgänger of your guy, grown in a lab?”

“That’s what they taught us in school,” said Beemee, and Amy had to kneel over her to hear. “The official line. But, no, I’ve dug into it, he’s just another Lucius who showed up in the AU the same way ours did. I heard he has a day job back in his home world, he owns a restaurant or something. Everything that he’s done in the AU is just a hobby, a twenty-five-century-long project of breeding monsters just to play a real-life war strategy game, something to distract him when he gets bored on weekends. Like he doesn’t think it’s real. I don’t even think the Administrator knows. Or doesn’t want to know.”

“And the Scourge is that important to them?” asked Amy, feeling like she was on the cusp of something she should have figured out long ago. “That none of this works unless you specifically take him out? His whole crab army could get wiped out by the Golden Death and it wouldn’t make a difference in the war?”

Beemee just made a bitter noise, a cruel little laugh that Amy was certain she’d never made herself and in fact wasn’t even sure if she could replicate. And then it hit her, finally.

She’d been slow these last two days/months; it started with the migraine and she’d been playing catch-up ever since. Frustrating. A nurse was now going down the hall, room by room, issuing instructions.

“You’re not just trying to take out the Purifier,” said Amy, “or the Scourge’s army. You want to infect the man himself because he commutes back to his home world. You want him to take it back there so it will spread where he lives. And kill, what, all eight billion people? Or however many live on that version of earth?”

“Again, it won’t kill anyone. It just pacifies them. They’ll die out in peace. Willingly. Over time.”

“Their whole world.”

“It’s what has to be done.”



Me

We were in free fall for only a fraction of a second before I landed hard on my feet and then knees on a metal floor. We were in a space that was stifling, noisy, and stank like metallic rot. I decided that we must have gotten lucky, that there was a building over here in the AU in the same spot as the hospital, one that had a fourth floor for us to land on. But that floor was vibrating and tilting under our feet and then I thought maybe we were on a boat. There were exposed pipes and ducts overhead, machinery running all around, tiny windows along one wall. I heard the clanking of boots nearby and the shouts of men giving orders, but nobody was in the room with us and the shrill noise of our arrival would not have drawn too much attention as whatever this place was, it sounded like a sarlacc trying to eat a scrapyard.

I picked up Snowball and went to one of the tiny, filthy windows and three gut-punch realizations hit me at once:


	We were moving;

	We were in an aircraft;

	We were swooping low over a battlefield, the fighting stretching into the horizon.



From what I could tell, below us was a massive barrier of sandbags that was in the process of being overrun by the Scourge’s forces, which consisted of tens of thousands of crabs of various shapes and sizes. There were elongated ones that carried humanoid troops on their back, there were others that spat streaks of fire that landed on the other side of the barrier and bloomed orange among the Penetroopers, sending them scattering. The surface upon which they fought was not ash but bodies, charred and broken pieces of men and crabs and machines. Other aircraft that I assumed were just like this one floated over the chaos at various points, raining down streaks of projectiles and shredding rows of crab that were immediately marched over by others. Tens of thousands were dying to hold this line and for a moment I was overcome by the senseless waste of it all, but then I had another thought, which was fuck these maniacs.

I grabbed the wad of yellow tape that contained the Manus Dei and decided I was just going to get it off Snowball no matter what and if this upset him to the point it activated the device, then great, that’s exactly what I wanted.

I pulled and twisted.

“Ow,” said Snowball, with mild annoyance.

We did not zap away. I also could not get the tape free, which at this point was braided into his fur so thoroughly that I thought we’d have to shave the thing’s entire back to get it off.

Snowball also failed to evacuate us when an alarm started blasting—somehow louder than the alarm back at the hospital—along with some kind of indecipherable voice announcement warning the crew to prepare for something or other. I wish I’d listened, because a moment later, the entire craft tilted forward as if the pilot had decided to steer us into the ground. I fell over and Snowball flew out of my arms and went rolling downhill like a bowling ball, tumbling through an open doorway and into the next room or whatever you call rooms on a giant aircraft.

I went chasing after him, partly because gravity was directing me in that direction regardless. I found myself in a chamber the size of a basketball court, standing on a grated floor while in another chamber below it, I could see the aircraft was opening like a mouth, a ramp lowering to reveal the smoky chaos of the battlefield. Hot air rushed in, blowing ash up through the grated floor, into my eyes. This is the kind of thing you’d expect an aircraft to do so that it could lower itself enough to let a tank slide out of the ramp, but we were heading the opposite direction, as if the goal was to scoop something up as we dropped in altitude. The room was full of crew hanging onto straps and rails along the sides, carefully observing what was unfolding below the grates. Only one guy noticed me and Snowball and he just looked confused. This aircraft seemed to be the size of a billionaire’s yacht and so maybe he figured we’d wandered back here from the bridge where all the officers close themselves off and do weird shit with their freaky pets.

Snowball managed to catch himself on the grate with one of his six limbs and I grabbed him, now on my hands and knees due to the floor tilt. As I did that, the ramp lowered to ground level, where a vast crowd of men were running through the ash in between the smoking carcasses of giant crabs that had been taken out by fire rained down from above.

The ramp then scraped along the ground, scooping up fleeing men by the dozen. They piled up below me, howling over broken bones caused by the scooping process, feet turned backward and shins jutting at right angles. It was a mix of LeSabre-style supersoldiers and others who just looked like normal guys, all in the same pile that was being pushed back farther into the craft on conveyor belts built into the floor. They were piled up two and three deep, the weight and force wrenching limbs in unnatural directions. I saw one guy’s arm come off. A flow of writhing bodies was now pushing past below us and nozzles were spraying a stinking, yellowish muck over them as they were forced back farther into the aircraft.

“Snowball,” I said into what I assumed was the creature’s ear, “we have to get off this thing. Activate the Manus Dei or I’m going to start dribbling you like a furry basketball.”

But now the jaw of the craft was closing like a whale that had gotten its fill of krill, and we were ascending. The craft tilted back the other direction, the mass of captured soldiers below the grated floor being swallowed into whatever lay behind us. This gave several of the Penetroopers in this loading bay a moment to notice me and that’s when they started yelling.

I ran/stumbled back to the room we’d entered from—gravity was now tilting us that direction regardless—and was speaking threats and obscenities into Snowball’s ear. I was hoping to activate the Manus Dei though I had no idea if the device still worked at all. We passed through another doorway into another room with a grated floor, so the tide of bodies was again visible below. This chamber was lined with mechanical arms coated in brown muck, like an automobile assembly line that had been repurposed to strip the blubber off whales. Below my feet, those arms went to work, grabbing men and shoving them into narrow channels to be propelled along into the next room in neat rows like they were to be sorted and packed like hot dogs. We kept running until we reached a closed door that had a latch but no lock. I yanked it open and knew that there was no reason the next room would contain less danger than the one before. We were being pursued but, for all we knew, ahead were a hundred armed and pissed-off Penetroopers ready to tear us to shreds.

Still, I plunged into the next room and found myself in Hell.

The grated floor stopped a few feet in, where a short set of stairs led down to a bloody, greasy, noisy, stinking facility that I can only describe as a human meat processing plant. The neat rows of captives sorted in the previous room were fed into chutes where clamps restrained their wrists and ankles while hooked blades swept past and sheared off their clothing in one motion. Then some kind of black, hairlike wire whipped around their arms and legs at the joints and neatly snipped off their limbs. More mechanical arms swooped in and sewed closed the wounds and the limbs were rolled down into a center channel to be pushed toward the back. Meanwhile, human crews in gore-splattered coveralls grabbed the living, screaming, limbless torsos by looping a strap around their necks and dragging them up to stack them in rows along the wall, each prisoner on their side.

“GET ON THE FLOOR!” yelled somebody from behind me.



The Scourge

Bridgette came back down the stairs on unsteady feet, looking like she’d just climbed a mountain. She was covered in blood and walked right past where both handguns lay in the aftermath of her struggle with the wounded Milton. She made no effort to go try to pick them up.

Instead, she kicked aside fallen wine bottles and made her way between the shelves to where she’d dropped her childish backpack. She kneeled and dug into her pack for some cleaning wipes to get the blood off her hands, tears dripping onto the other emergency supplies she kept in there. The Scourge followed her over and watched as she sifted through a candy bar, some tampons, a flashlight, condoms. There was a can of mace clipped to the zipper on the outside and she ignored it. He could sense her getting into character because now was the time for plan B, the only power left to females in situations like this where they weren’t immediately given what they wanted: She would pretend to change her mind, in an effort to seduce him.

“Just to be clear,” he said, “there is no stopping this train. This here structure is the result of the labor of generations, millions of workers and soldiers bred from mothers who themselves were bred for their purpose, each with their own role to play. So if I walked out on a balcony and called off the whole project, the only project for which their whole civilization exists, what would they do? Slowly rot from a lack of purpose, like the folks in your world? And is that who they would do it for, the moldering remains of a shambling zombie civilization, unaware that it’s already dead? Why, when I could instead use what I have made to jolt your world back to life? The Purifier will punch through its rib cage and squeeze its heart.”

“There’s no way Jumbo agreed with you,” said Bridgette, wiping away tears. “He loved people. He loved living. He used to take vacations and ditch the tours. He’d find the dive bars and the noodle shops run out of somebody’s kitchen, the kind of place where you sit on a milk crate while the owner’s cat begs you for a bite. He had a billion stories like that. He said a party is a party wherever you go, he’d done ketamine and coke in Dubai and Bangladesh and Moscow. There’s no way he’d have gone along with your thing if he knew what you were really up to, invading so your monsters can run wild.”

“Sit,” said the Scourge. “We have time, over here.”

He guided her across the room to an ornate chair that could almost be mistaken for a throne. It was a seat the Scourge liked to lounge in while looking over his trophies and reminiscing. There was a dark stain on the upper back where a man’s head would rest, and where that head would bleed if that man were shot through the mouth.

“What did Jumbo enjoy doing?” he asked Bridgette, softly. “What is it he loved about life?”

“Everything! He loved music, and good food and wine and whiskey. All this stuff in here, in these bottles.”

“And all of it is pointless stimulation. The real satisfaction in food is in keeping you alive and strong, everything else is just flooding the pleasure receptors to no purpose. It’s masturbation, all of it. Music and movies and books simulate emotions from situations you’re not in but wish you were. They’re the product of too many idle minds, desperately seeking sensation once survival and safety can be taken for granted. Imagine if all the resources and talent spent making movies and games were dedicated to building and breeding. Conquering.”

“For what? A life that isn’t worth living?”

“Life is, by definition worth living. That belief, that a life is nothing without endless stimulation, that’s the tumor that will kill your world. Let me cut it out.”

“I’m here to give you a chance to stop this,” said Bridgette. “You know what you’re saying is insane. You have to know. You’re just a man.”

“That is the tumor talking.”

“But you do need me, don’t you? Because of this thing Jumbo put on my chest? So what if I grabbed one of the guns and shot myself? Or slit my throat with one of the weird daggers on your wall? Then your passage closes forever?”

“No sense in denying it.”

“That’s stupid. What if I’d got hit by a bus on the way here? What if I’d been so upset about Jumbo that I’d overdosed?”

“You were always going to wind up right here, right now. Or at least, within a window of a few seconds in either direction. All the moves and counter-moves have been mapped out like a choreographed dance to be performed for royalty. And through all the choices you made, all the choices others made, all the chaos and randomness and coincidences, here you are.”

“Why me?”

“You know why.”

“Because I’m special, somehow.”

It took all of the Scourge’s strength and resolve to restrain his laughter. Bridgette was special in the way that a blemish-free banana is special, a consumable that has, through careful breeding, achieved perfect consumability. An avatar of Jumbo’s mutated desire for greatness, twisted and diluted until all that remained was a relentless urge to indulge in more and more refined pleasures. The Scourge believed that Bridgette had sat on a shelf in Jumbo’s mind alongside the chili crab he’d consumed in Singapore, the Armorik Sherry Cask whiskey he’d sipped on a beach in Corsica, the gelato he’d savored while strolling down the streets of Bologna, the bump of cocaine sniffed off a strange woman’s wrist on the Sunset Strip. Chasing the dragon that was greatness and accomplishment, but never actually trying to catch it.

“Jumbo didn’t want you to be like the others,” said the Scourge. “He wanted to rule with you at his side.”

“What, he wanted to make me his queen?”

“He didn’t need to make you anything. He wanted you to become the royalty you always were. That you were born to be.”

The Scourge bit his tongue to keep the laughter at bay, hard enough that he tasted blood.

“I thought this thing the Purifier was doing, I thought it would wipe out my world and replace it with this. Like I’d just go boof, like I was never born.”

“No. It will rewrite the world, going back to before you arrived, that’s true. But I wasn’t speaking metaphorically when I said you were always royalty. In this new world, you will always have been a princess, from birth. You will be overseeing a civilization in which there is no crime, where nobody has to worry about jobs or bills or addiction. Jumbo picked you because he knew you had already been born for the role but it’s the world that came out wrong. He just wanted to put it right. Come on, think: What of your world would you save? It’s all coming apart, you know it is. Everything I’m telling you now is exactly what I told Jumbo, and he agreed with me. He got the tattoo with the special ink and gave you the same one, binding you to the ritual because he knew you would be of the same mind. That when the time came, you would do the right thing.”

“Why would I believe anything you say?”

“That’s exactly what Jumbo asked. And he didn’t believe, until I showed him.” The Scourge stood and held out a hand. “Come. If you’re not convinced by what you see, you can slit your wrists and close the portal, die congratulating yourself on dooming your zombie world to continue shambling.”

She did not take his hand, so he just left it there, extended, hanging in the air. He watched her and he did not blink. He waited. And waited.

Finally, she reached out and let him help her up, just thirteen seconds behind schedule.



Amy

After giving her a moment to be despondent about David having not returned with Snowball, Amy grabbed Beemee by the arm and yanked her to her feet.

“We have to move.”

“To where?”

“We’re going to a giant freezer warehouse where there’s a ticking time bomb we have to stop. And when I say time bomb, I mean it’s literally a bomb that works through time, it will reach back and retroactively blink away this town before it exists, because somebody apparently thinks that’s the only way to stop what the Scourge is trying to do.”

Beemee, having Amy’s brain, knew that now was probably not the time for clarification. She allowed herself to be ushered toward the stairs, where a nurse was holding the door open and shouting for everyone who was capable of using stairs to go that route so the staff could deal with the immobile patients.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” shouted Amy over the noise of their shoes clomping down the steps. “We’re going to trust David to execute his part of the plan. He’s in possession of the, uh, substance.” She didn’t say “Golden Death” because there were other evacuees in the stairwell and she could see that getting misinterpreted. Or, well, correctly interpreted. “We’ll trust him to get it where it needs to go. He’s good at this kind of thing, it’s the reason all of us are still here. We’ll take care of this other part and then all will be well.”

They made it outside where a crowd was huddled in the parking lot, watching firefighters unspooling the gear to extinguish the blaze that had already engulfed the canopy over the emergency entrance and was now crawling up an exterior wall.

Amy made her way to the Clam Van and said, “Do you know how to drive?”

“The cars where I’m from drive themselves.”

“You can’t use your telekinesis?”

“To do what? Make it fly? I can only move stuff I could move with my hands.”

“Then what good is— Never mind, we have to find John. He has to be down here somewhere.”

“Hold on, why don’t you know how to drive?”

“Some people don’t.”

Beemee, doing nothing to hide her disgust, scanned the refugees who’d been ushered out of the various waiting rooms. One woman had draped herself across the hood of the nearest parked car, appearing to be fighting withdrawal. A toddler whooped and cheered for the fire to burn down the hospital until his mother yelled at him to shut the hell up in between puffs on a vape pen. An old man in hunting gear had an arrow sticking out of his thigh.

“What happened to this place?” asked Beemee. “How did your world get like this?”

“This isn’t representative of the whole,” said Amy. “I don’t see John. There’s another parking lot around back, they may be taking people out there.”

“But surely you can admit,” said Beemee as she hustled after Amy through the sickened crowd, “that none of this would be any great loss. I mean, if it was just replaced with something better.”

And then Amy slowed because all the blood from her body was running up to her brain, specifically to the spot dedicated to beating herself up when she’d been way too slow to realize something.

“You want this for yourselves,” said Amy, feeling like the dumbest idiot in the galaxy.

“How was that not clear to you from the start,” sneered Beemee, looking at Amy like she was the dumbest idiot in the universe.

“Migraine. So we’re all running around trying to thwart the crabs and the beans just so we’ll all become subservient to your giant blue orb. The Scourge and the Administrator were just in a space race, each appeasing their own gods to get this world as a reward. The big crisis that triggered all this was just your people realizing the Scourge was going to get it first.”

Amy resumed jogging toward the sidewalk that wound around the hospital, though she was now uncertain why she was bothering.

“It was always going to be one of us,” said Beemee, hustling and sniffling behind her. “My people or the monsters. On some level, you have to have understood that.”

“I didn’t, because I keep thinking that you’re me. That the bad guys are fighting and you just want peace, so you can read books and go on trips and cuddle up with your partner in bed on a lazy Saturday afternoon. I couldn’t picture a version of me that just wants to win, to drive her enemies before her and hear the lamentations of their men. I still can’t.”

“You’re not going to get driven out, you will wake up in a world in which a brain tumor can be healed with a series of injections, where dementia and Alzheimer’s is something kids hear about in history class, where those kids haven’t even heard of global warming. There’ll be no addiction, no obesity. If you start to overindulge in a substance or activity, you just feel a fuzzy little buzz in the back of your skull, like a massage, and the urge goes away. The alcoholic looks at a bottle of liquor and suddenly just sees a liquid that burns his tongue. There is no crime and not only can they regrow your lost hand, but you’ll be able to afford it. And you won’t have trauma from remembering some brutal takeover decades ago, because that’s not how the System wins. It just shows you the way to a better life.”

“Where every citizen has a wireless mind control antenna stuck to the back of their head.”

“Which serves the exact same purpose as several dozen technologies and institutions in your life,” said Beemee, “only better. It’s taking what your power structures already do and making it more streamlined, transparent, and direct.”

“And the success of your society depends on the industrial-scale torture and mutilation of your enemies. And it’s the System that tells you who qualifies as such.”

“Like I said.”

There was a skid and a grunt and Amy turned in time to see Beemee had slipped on an icy patch on the walk. Amy went back and helped her up. One of her knees was bleeding but Beemee took off walking again before Amy could ask after it.

“Okay,” said Amy, “just so I’m clear: You have a logical, analytical mind, or at least you think you do. Do you understand the scientific mechanism by which mass torture and sacrifice grants you extradimensional travel?”

“When you were a child, did you understand the scientific mechanism by which chickens had to be turned into nuggets so that you could live and grow? No, the pleasure in your mouth guided you. A system too complex for your young mind to understand, operating in the background, sent you the right reward signals. Well, in comparison to the System, we are all children. These are the nuggets we need to eat in order to grow.”

Amy was now watching Beemee walk from behind and suddenly found herself hating this woman in a way that she had never, ever allowed herself to hate another human being. She’d always had a comforting buffer between herself and the harsh judgments that flew through her mind in moments of anger, the idea that the target of her rage simply didn’t know any better. Maybe the cranky boss was cracking under the weight of their own anxiety, maybe the aggressive driver was late for work, maybe the petty criminal was funding a crippling addiction. But here, in front of her, was someone who absolutely had to know better, who had to know that Amy knew she knew better.

Amy was lining up accusations in her mind when John came running around the corner, looking like he was bursting with news to share, and it wasn’t good.



Me

Two Penetroopers were aiming their exotic weapons at me. I froze and waited for some kind of look of recognition to hit their faces, like they’d received word that I was an agent for their side. Instead, they were shouting barely audible demands and accusations. I suspected they thought I was an infiltrator from the other side, a vat-grown soldier like LeSabre whose mission was to sabotage the aircraft and add it to the shattered wrecks below.

I always knew my tall, sculpted body would get me killed one day.

None of my available options came without significant risks and downsides. The craft had ascended to the point that even if Snowball reeked us away, we would reappear back home hundreds of feet in the air and we’d traveled far enough that I didn’t think we’d even have a hospital roof to land on. I could just risk that part and charge at the soldiers, forcing them to shoot at us and hopefully activate the crystal hand. The problem was that at this point, I had no faith that the device was working the same way, if it was working at all.

To buy myself time in a blind hope that something would come along, I said, “Stay back! This thing is an engineered bioweapon! It can take out the entire world! Have any of you heard of the Golden Death project? This is it!”

Absolutely none of that was audible over the roar of the engines and the wailing of the dozens of maimed victims below us getting stacked into rows like Fig Newtons. Then everything tilted once again and both soldiers had to grab onto the wall to keep from tumbling into the open channel of discarded arms and legs that ran down the center of the floor. The limbs were being pressed together into a log and pushed backward into some other part of the craft.

I grabbed a rail, holding tightly onto Snowball. I could see through the windows on the opposite side enough to tell the craft was swinging around and swooping over the barrier, the one I had stupidly thought was built from sandbags. I saw now that it was a wall of limbs, laid down in loaves like the one that had landed in the Spirit Nothing parking lot about forty hours ago. Or five months, whatever. A message blasted from a loudspeaker to the swirling battle below, loud enough to rattle my guts:


“YOUR COMRADES WILL SUFFER ETERNAL TORMENT AT THE HANDS OF THE SYSTEM. RETREAT OR YOU WILL JOIN THEM. YOUR COMRADES WILL SUFFER…”



I quickly realized that the limbs this craft had just collected were going to be pooped out to become part of the wall. This was their process, their ritual, to scoop up the human waves attacking the barrier, dismember them and stack their limbs as a message to the next wave: All your strength and courage will only make this wall higher.

I say again: Fuck all these people.

There was only one thing to do and, as in most such situations in my life, it was the one thing I wanted to do least. The soldiers saw me have the idea and charged at me, snatching at my coat before I wrenched myself away. I dove with Snowball down into the trench of arms and legs, all covered in that substance like chicken grease. Then I was being pushed back into a pipe, enclosed, squeezed into the mass of body parts so hard that I couldn’t expand my chest to breathe. I was suffocating among the limbs in the heat and darkness and decided I was in Hell, that this was forever. Then there was sunlight and a hard rush of hot wind, then an impact.

I lay there, gasping, disoriented, the aircraft I’d been excreted from swooping up and becoming a dot in the sky. The angry orange sun was overhead and the cacophony of the war was all around but somehow what overwhelmed me was the stench of the mound of limbs I’d landed on. It wasn’t just an unpleasant sensory input but a primal alarm screaming into my ear: You are in the presence of putrefaction on a scale that is literally impossible outside of an unthinkable cataclysm. Nothing will save you because nothing saved them.

Then one of the lizards with the red bristles and green eyes leaped onto my chest and it was followed by another. I could sense them scurrying around me, probably millions of them living among the barrier of limbs, seeking the freshest meat. A projectile whistled just above me and I finally noticed how exposed we were atop the mound. I rolled and then slid down the hill of severed arms and legs, Snowball grunting with each bump. I hadn’t even noted which side of the conflict I was tumbling down into. I landed and stumbled and fell over, then got to my feet and repeated that process several more times, scattering dozens of the lizards. One of them clung to my side, very near where I’d let the Amy lizard feed on me, sniffing around as if recognizing where one of its peers had dined. I knocked it off before it could decide to dig in itself.

Ash and smoke and sweat stung my eyes in three different ways. I started to implore Snowball to zap us back home, because we were now on ground level not too far away from where we’d left. Then I had a moment to wonder if the Bean Bomb had already gone off. If so, that presumably meant I was stuck here forever because now there was no portal, no town that could have discovered it and propped it open. After all, it had only been minutes here, but hours would have passed back home. Wait, shit, no, it worked the other way.

Snowball said, “Stinks.” Then, “Hello.”

I turned and what Snowball was saying hello to was a giant crab, big as a house, kneeling and twitching in the ash. There was a blackened scar across its back and it was missing two legs and one of its pincers. It had two eyes as big as basketballs at the end of stalks and those eyes flicked over to look at us. I thought I saw intelligence there. Intelligence, and pain.

Then a group of men ran up and started tending to the crab, one guy deftly climbing up onto its shell to pour some kind of goop into the wound, another running to its mouth, spraying in a pale liquid fed from a backpack. And these medics (veterinarians? Mechanics?) bore no resemblance to LeSabre, they were not tall and sculpted, did not appear to have been engineered for war or the aesthetics of glory. These were just some dudes—and one woman, I noticed—who looked exhausted and scared and like they wanted to be anywhere but here. One of them turned and saw me, an unarmed civilian clutching a white ball of confused fluff, and then just turned away. No curiosity, no concern. I wondered if these weren’t just conscripts, dragged here from the Scourge’s home world to do the grunt work for a civilization that had spent the last twenty-five centuries growing alien and savage. I imagined them boarding a bus or a truck, having been promised cash or clemency in exchange for unspecified work, maybe with no idea they were to be taken through a portal at all, or that the portal even existed. And I thought that if some version of me existed in that world, yeah, this is the kind of job I’d wind up with.

Then they were scattering and there was a roar overhead, something circling back for another strafing run, maybe the craft I’d just left. Then there were streaks of light and heat punching across the ash and Snowball still wasn’t zapping us away, the creature just muttering, “Oh no! Oh no!” and I wondered if whatever they had here instead of a wireless provider hadn’t finally removed the stolen Manus Dei from the former owner’s account.

One of the shots punched through the crab’s shell and the creature growled and skittered backward. Then the aircraft roared into the distance, and the dust settled. The crab repair crew—who’d all hit the dirt when the aircraft had passed—were running away from the limb barrier, toward another crab nearby that was crouched low to let them on board. It opened its mouth and the crew just walked inside it like it was a themed ride at SeaWorld.

But one man stayed behind and he absolutely was one of the born soldiers like LeSabre, I guess there to boss around the conscripts. This guy was bigger than the man burning to death back at the hospital, more a Riviera than a LeSabre. I thought for a moment that maybe he’d mistaken me for one of his civilian contractor comrades.

He hadn’t.

Riviera closed the distance in a blur, put a hand on my throat and raised his other, from which a hooked blade flicked out from his index finger. Projectiles were whizzing past us on both sides, wounded were howling in every direction, and ten thousand small fires crackled in gutted vehicles and crustaceans. He paid no mind to any of it; this was the background noise of a soldier’s life. One of the green-eyed lizards was scurrying across his abdomen and I figured the ground troops out here were so used to their presence that they probably felt their little feet as phantom sensations every minute they were back home.

“I know who you are,” said Riviera and I found myself badly missing the apathy of that last group. Here was the glee of the addict seeing a line of coke, ready and anticipating the high of a lifetime.

“I surrender,” I shouted. “Take me prisoner, inside the Purifier. I deserve nothing less!”

This seemed to genuinely confuse him, as it was clear that was exactly what he’d intended to do, and now didn’t want to.

“You kill me out here and the Scourge is gonna be pissed,” I yelled as an aircraft overhead was swooping in for another run. “He’ll want me for himself, you have to have some orders to that effect. Think about how weird it is that I’m out here at all! Me and this creature, we’re special. We’re part of the plan. Take us in and I guarantee you’ll be rewarded!”

He turned and made a noise at the huge transport crab in his alien language. It started rumbling in our direction and Snowball resumed his coughing and retching and I tried not to let it show on my face, the realization that I may have actually done it, that everything just might work out.

“If you are suicidal,” said Riviera, “I have bad news. You will not find death when you meet him, though you will long for it. Put your hands behind your— AAAUGGGGHH!!”

The lizard that was previously crawling around the man’s abdomen had scurried up to his face and was now digging into his eyeball. Then it was joined by several others racing up the man’s legs, as if part of a coordinated attack. They swarmed his face and he went to the ground.

“NO!” I yelled at them. “Leave him alone! Somebody! Over here! Come take us prisoner! Me and this little white monster thing!”

But whoever was in command of the transport crab, or maybe the crab itself, had decided it was time to go, so it went skittering sideways into the distance, joining the others who were making a strategic retreat from the wall of limbs. I saw one of the lizards was now next to my shoe and I swear it waved at me.

“Damn it, you’re not helping! I wanted to be abducted!”

Then the wounded attack crab saw what was happening and it turned its huge eyes toward me and somehow, I knew what it was thinking.

I said, “Snowball, it’s now or never.”

Ash blew in our faces. Snowball sneezed.

I then grabbed the wad of yellow tape tangled in its fur and twisted and pulled, being as rough as possible.

Snowball said, “Ow,” but didn’t zap us away.

The Manus Dei came free in my hand along with a tuft of fur. The crab was crouching as if poised to strike. I stared at the wad of tape in my palm, stupidly, because there was nothing else to do.

I sensed movement, just the displacement of air and then the crab’s pincer was launching toward me, filling my vision—

REEK!

I tumbled into snow and grass, a frigid wind howling across my face, Snowball rolling away muttering, “Ow, ow, ow” as he bounced along the frozen ground. I blinked and heard sirens and figured I wasn’t too far from the hospital. I got up and the first thing I realized was I did not have the Manus Dei in my hand and saw it nowhere in the vicinity. It had fallen into the ash and thus it was, mathematically, just about as lost as an object could ever possibly be.

I found Snowball, who was unsteadily getting to his feet. He waddled a few steps, then vomited.

He spat and looked at it, then said, “I frew up.”




Amy

John skidded to a stop and said, “Dave is back! He landed in the park behind the hospital a few minutes ago. I didn’t follow you up because I accidentally activated my sleeve pistol and it bounced off a child, then I got chased by the cops for a while and in the middle of that, I got a text from Dave saying he had gotten zapped into a crab battle but now he’s back and he’s okay. Snowball barfed.”

Amy immediately dug out her phone and checked the clock. A hundred minutes to midnight.

“Okay. We can still make it. You have the capsule? We send one team to Jumbo’s, another to the butter warehouse.”

“No,” said John. “We searched the puke thoroughly. No capsule. Not even remnants of one.”

“What? Then where is it?”



The Scourge

He had seen the small lump in Bridgette’s front pants pocket the moment she’d emerged from the stairwell and he’d known it was not a tube of lipstick.

She’d kept running her hand over the pocket, as if reassuring herself the object was there, like it was life-or-death. When she hadn’t bothered with retrieving the guns upon returning from escorting Milton out of the universe, the Scourge had known that she’d come equipped with something else, the unholy weapon provided to her by the enemy. His spies had fed him the details before the opposition had even finished outfitting their labs. Not that he really needed their intel, as anticipating the Administrator’s strategy was stupidly simple: The Scourge just asked what he himself would do, then added a large helping of cowardice.

As they made their way down the tunnel, Bridgette kept asking how much farther they would have to walk, having traveled down one set of stairs and then up another, then up some more.

“Do you know who built this?” asked the Scourge.

“Your slaves?”

“I do not have slaves. The answer is nobody. This structure is an organism. With the right genetic blueprint and the right components in the environment to feed on, you could grow a living being the size of a whole planet. Hell, a whole galaxy. And like all organisms, the Purifier’s only desire is to multiply and spread.”

“So it’s true, what they’re saying? You want to grow one of these things in my world?”

“The goal is purification. That’s what matters, and that the process occur with a beautiful and glorious efficiency.”

“And who gets purified? Everyone?”

“The impure. The rot. It won’t make sense to you until you get a taste of what your world can be, what it was always meant to be.”

They reached the final door, an enormous cleft that pulled itself open with wet, meaty sounds. Bridgette saw what lay beyond it and stopped in her tracks.

The Scourge emerged into the Garden, a crush of brilliant emerald flora that engulfed the senses, shafts of sun stabbing down through the foliage. Wind rustled through the leaves and soft voices whispered and giggled. And, under it all, was the Chorus, the vocalizations roaring like a waterfall, or a wildfire. He turned to offer a welcoming hand to Bridgette, who stepped cautiously into paradise.

“Feel the grass,” he said, and she did, stroking her hands over blades softer than a newborn’s skin. “Take your shoes off, please. I would encourage you to try that fruit up there, they taste like buttery peaches. But be careful if you do, you’ll be busy for a while.”

He pointed her toward the gleaming pink fruit that grew in bunches on the trees. They were high up, as you had to climb to get them, by design. Before Bridgette could ask what would happen if she ate one, they passed a group of a dozen nude bodies writhing and moaning on the soft grass, others pressed up against the trunks and vines. Men who looked like Greek gods, women who would make any Hollywood starlet immediately book an appointment with a plastic surgeon. Here there was no baldness, no love handles, no cellulite, no crooked teeth.

“For the men,” said the Scourge, “this is a reward for service. The fruit enhances the pleasure a hundred times over, along with the stamina and fertility. These women will bear children, at least twenty of them over their lifetimes. No pollution, no celebrity worship, no soulless jobs answering emails in cubicles. Just life, thriving and growing and spreading. Strength, beauty, harmony. Glory.”

“I hate it,” said Bridgette. “Every asshole who swears he has a perfect vision of society always just wants something that conforms to his specific fetish. I like guys with chest hair, and bulk. These dudes have gym bodies. And these girls are too tall and have dead eyes. If I saw one of these bitches talking to my boyfriend, I wouldn’t worry at all. And I hate being among all the trees and bushes, I can’t see the sky, I feel closed in. I like open spaces. And I don’t see how anybody can enjoy themselves with that horrible noise.”

“That, Bridgette, is the Chorus. Do you wanna see it?”

She clearly did not and he enjoyed how much she didn’t.

He said, “Come. Are you sure you don’t want any fruit?”

“Since you’re implying it’s going to give me the uncontrollable urge to rip off my clothes and join a woods orgy, no, I don’t.”

“Suit yourself,” he said with a smirk, “though I do believe I’ll have one.”

He held his hand up toward the nearest tree. A tiny crab scurried up the trunk, plucking the most ripe of the fruit and bringing it down, offering it to the Scourge. He took a bite and let the juices drip down his chin.

They made their way through the Garden, spending hours venturing through a meandering trail, impossible for a newcomer to get their bearings with nothing visible beyond the dense foliage. They passed couples making love, groups doing the same, then one man with four women. They passed two men fighting over a mate. They passed a nude woman lying face down in the grass who Bridgette probably thought was sleeping. Their progress was marked by the Chorus growing louder, until the roar became discernible as individual voices. Screams, cries, pleas, curses, threats.

And then they emerged from the Garden and from their perspective, the Shaft appeared to be a wall of flesh, embedded with howling faces and twisting limbs. Bridgette covered her mouth and recoiled, stepping backward until she fell on her ass. She craned her neck upward to try to find the end of the Shaft but it vanished into the orange haze. And as they watched, anguished faces sank out of view, the entire shaft lowering itself into the structure, and then into the ground. All were now sinking down, down, down, and would continue through the crust and into the magma.

Bridgette was now trying to crawl backward and once again the Scourge had to suppress a chuckle because, in that moment, she was very crablike. She was muttering something over and over.

“You’ve made Hell. You’ve … you’ve made Hell,” she spat between gasps. “You’ve made Hell.”

“I have made the thing that all of us secretly know must exist. Mercy is just slow defeat, nuance is disease.”

And now she was up and running back through the Garden, as if there were someplace for her to go. He did not run after her. There was no need. He followed at his own pace until he found Bridgette sitting in the luxurious grass with her knees to her chest, eyes wide. He simply sat next to her and waited.

“Just so I understand,” she began, “the Devil came to you and said that if you built this horrific machine, if you tortured and sacrificed all these people, that in exchange he would give you my world?”

“The Devil doesn’t even exist in the Christian Bible, that is a Halloween costume cobbled together from completely different beings from different mythologies. And your description of the process is oversimplifying to a comical degree, but I understand it’s what will fit into your brain. Another way to see it is that a universe is a living thing. Think of yours as a new vein or artery that the clean blood can flow into, so that new flesh can grow and be healthy. All of these are simplifications because the reality would be nonsense to you. I mean, imagine trying to explain to a termite why its extermination is necessary. It would be bizarre for it to think of the poisoning of its hive as a ‘sacrifice’ to the ‘devil’ that is structural integrity, but in whatever primitive way they can feel emotions, surely what is being done to them carries the same weight. So what would be the point of trying to talk them out of it?”

“Well, I have enough of a brain to know that if the being you worship wants this, then it’s a real piece of shit.”

Finally, finally, Bridgette reached for the pocket to retrieve the object in there that had been giving her hope. She pulled it out and before she could open the cap, the Scourge snatched her wrist, squeezing at the base of the thumb until her fingers loosened.

A tiny vial of sparkly green powder rolled away into the grass.

He knew what was coming next, that she would fight him, but she was not strong, had never had reason to be. After only three minutes, she had worn herself out and the Scourge was still clutching her wrists, watching her face as the resistance faded.

“Listen,” he said. “You were very brave to try. This is the strength Jumbo saw in you. But that strength will only be fully unleashed by joining me. You are not complete on your own, you know it’s true. If you go back, if you save your world, you will have no path to royalty or even middle-class comfort. You will cling to a series of broken men who will feed your addictions and string you along until you choke on your vomit on a cold linoleum floor.”

He let go of her, then grabbed the vial and held it between finger and thumb.

“Do you know what this does, the substance they call the ‘Golden Death’? It doesn’t make the victim sick, it doesn’t kill them. It just fills them with irrational empathy for the enemy. That is the real poison, see. If this were to spread, all desire to fight would vanish from my people, to the point that they would refuse to move out of a fear of stepping on an insect. My soldiers would lie down in the ash and wait for death to take them, their final sensation being crushing guilt over having ever thought they deserved to live, let alone win this war.”

A pure black crab the size of a dog skittered over. It opened its mouth and inside, its innards glowed like embers. The Scourge tossed the vial and it snatched it from the air. It closed its mouth and there was a soft hiss as the contents of its belly were incinerated.

“Those you see around you in the Garden,” he said, softly, “are unbothered by the sound of the Chorus because they know that, logically, there is no reason to feel the suffering felt by your enemy, any more than you should agonize over the suffering of the tree whose offspring you consume as fruit. Let me lift that madness from you, that burden.”

He held up a piece of the fruit, the skin so polished that the Scourge could see in it his own smiling reflection.

“Take it. You’ll see.”

He held it out. She did not take it. He did not move. He did not blink. He just held the fruit there and his hand did not shake, as hers had when she brandished the pistol earlier. He just stayed like that, like a statue, once again measuring his resolve against hers. He could see it in her eyes, how she was weighing her options, seeing all her hypothetical routes of escape close one by one.

And then, she reached out and took the fruit.

Just six seconds behind schedule.







1 HOUR UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



John

“Back up,” said John, as they hurried through the coughing, shivering evacuees from the hospital fire, Amy now carrying the blanket-wrapped Snowball. “Assuming the Golden Death is no longer in play and we don’t want to be beans, then it’s down to both sides of this war trying to come here and take over. So which one is it going to be?”

“That’s what they’re fighting over,” said Beemee. “That’s what this final battle is about. Both sides are trying to take out the mechanism of the other. But the Scourge has been winning, he may already have won. At the end of the day, his side just breeds faster, fights harder. Our people fight with the goal of returning to peace and comfort. His side takes little breaks of peace and comfort so they can get back to fighting. We want to end the war, but for them, war is all they have. I’ve said it before and I’ll keep saying it: You want us to win.”

The four of them were following Marconi’s people to where his driver had moved his tour bus to get it away from the unique bedlam that ensues when a hospital catches fire. John was pretty sure that every single vehicle in the county equipped with sirens and flashing lights was either there or on the way.

Dave, who John thought scientifically had to now be one of the filthiest men on earth, said, “We wouldn’t have fallen for that bullshit even if we hadn’t all separately seen the nightmare you’ve built in the AU. You think you engineered a superintelligence to fix all the problems in your society when all that happened is a demigod tricked you into birthing it into the physical world.”

“We weren’t tricked.”

“You literally have his hand on your skull! In your brain! What happens if we take that glass hand, that Manus Dei, off you? Do you just fall over dead? Do you even have a mind of your own?”

“I take it off all the time. I take it off when I shower, when I brush my hair. What do you think I am?”

“Then take it off now.”

“Why?”

“So we can talk to you, not it.”

Without breaking stride, Beemee reached back and pulled the Manus Dei out of her hair, which came off without resistance. She held it up with an exaggerated gesture to mean, Satisfied?

“Hand it to me,” said Dave.

“Why?”

“Because I want to see how you react. For all we know, it still works from your hand.”

“It’s my only way home.”

“Yep. That’s what I thought.”

Reluctantly, she tossed the Manus Dei at him, making it hover in front of him so she wouldn’t have to watch him bobble the catch. He snatched it out of the air and slipped it into his pocket as he walked.

“It’s just me,” she said. “Nobody has to die, nobody has to be hurt. When the process completes, our scouts will arrive here, twenty-five years in the past. To you, they will have already successfully colonized all this.”

“But why do any of this?” asked Amy. “If you somehow win your war over in Ash World, why can’t you just be happy with the two worlds you already have?”

They were in view of the tour bus now, Marconi’s driver standing by the door, clearly having been alerted that time was short. His face was awash in pulses of red light from the fire trucks across the parking lot. Nearby, both of the Mini Joys seemed to be having a snowball fight.

“My home world is supporting the colonies in the Accelerated Universe,” said Beemee. “The war means they can’t grow their own crops, or mine minerals, everything has to be imported from the home world. Do I have to explain why that’s a problem?”

“Ah,” said Amy, seeming to genuinely take some pleasure in the act of understanding. “You use it up too fast. From the point of view of your home world, they ship off a million tons of wheat or coal or whatever and what took them a year to produce, the colonies in the AU consume in four days. So that’s our world’s future? Our version of earth becomes another pantry you can raid?”

“In exchange for miraculous solutions to every problem you’ve ever had. We’re not the Scourge, we’re not here to breed you into monstrosities. You literally get tech from the future. You join the cause and, for the first time, feel the tumor of doubt vanish from your brain. You’ll know what it’s like to live with purpose.”

“So just to be clear,” said Dave, who John thought did not sound happy to finally understand, “you, Beemee, as an individual without the hand of your god pushing signals into your brain, you’re totally fine with what’s being done to your captives over there? And you’d be totally fine doing that kind of thing to us? And I don’t just mean ‘us’ in the generic sense, but the people walking next to you right now.”

“If I had absolute certainty that it’s what would be needed to win, then yes, I would do whatever was required. For the safety of my family and friends and everything I know and love. I would and I have.”

In response to this, Amy stopped walking. She had an expression on her face that to John looked like she’d been hit with a realization too big for her to comprehend while also trying to operate her limbs. John, Dave, and Beemee stopped in response, but Marconi only glanced back at them and continued marching ahead.

“What is your job?” asked Amy. “What did you tell me, data gathering?”

“That’s right.”

“Can you be more specific as to what kind of data you gather, and how you gather it?”

“You people have this interesting habit of asking questions you already figured out the answer to.”

“I think I’m lost,” said Dave, before John could say the same.

“You tortured Jumbo,” said Amy. “And that’s why they sent you to me, when I was over there. To get information. You just used a different technique.”

“I was on the team,” said Beemee, without a hint of guilt.

John stared at her as if seeing an entirely different person and noticed Dave doing the same. Marconi and his crew were boarding his bus, with no interest in having some kind of ethics debate under the shadow of a ticking clock.

“The pain we’re inflicting,” continued Beemee, “is, mathematically, the same pain a surgeon inflicts on a patient in order to save them from a lifetime of it, or from death. But we’re not even here to argue that. Listen to me, all of you. Are you listening?”

“No,” said Snowball, softly.

“We are the only ones who can save you. There are entities and intelligences out there that exist across worlds and if one of them comes for you, the only way to stop it is with another one that’s on your side. There is no such thing as remaining neutral, you can cover your eyes but that doesn’t make the world go away. You have to contact a superintelligence and grow your civilization around it. This is what we know, the thing every single religion in your world has only grasped at in the dark. Communing with a superintelligence is, in fact, the only reason civilizations exist, the only reason living beings evolve brains that can process those concepts. Right now, your world is like a poor country with no nukes but an ocean of oil under their feet. A superpower is going to come and take it, it’s just a matter of time.”

“See,” said John, “that sounds exactly like the kind of thing an evil superintelligence would say as a way to get you to go along with it.”

“Also,” said Dave, “there’s the fact that it had to convince you at all. These bastards don’t descend from the sky with a heavenly host of angelic soldiers. They appear to one weird dude and say, ‘Gather for me a nation of worshippers and make them build me a temple.’ Which kind of implies that they are vaporous, immaterial nothings that can’t do shit unless flesh-and-blood human beings get their hands dirty on their behalf. And if we all told them to fuck off, they would have no recourse but to try to convince some other group of assholes to come and kill us.”

Marconi’s tour bus pulled away and John wordlessly headed toward the Clam Van, which was parked a couple of rows over.

“I don’t even know where we’re going,” said Beemee.

“We’re going to the butter warehouse to get the Bean Bomb,” said Dave, in a tone like he was annoyed to have had to use the term Bean Bomb so many times in one night.

“I thought you said you didn’t know how to disarm it.”

“If we can’t find an obvious off switch,” said John, as he yanked open the rear doors of the van, “we’ll contain the detonation. The dark beings that device is set to unleash hate one thing above all else: music.”

He pointed to the rack behind his seat holding up his electric guitar. It still bore the name of his last, now-defunct band, The Old Pornographers.

“Oh, god,” muttered Beemee.

“Marconi has amps on the tour bus and the warehouse will have power. His people will start setting up as soon as they get there.”

“It works,” said Amy. “We don’t understand the science behind it, but it does.”

“I’m telling you, I know the science,” said John, as he struggled to start the cold van. “Music is the purest expression of the human spirit. It requires skill and practice and talent and cooperation, it builds off of all the work that came before from cultures that would otherwise have nothing to do with one another. I’ve been in bands all my life, practicing in garages with personalities that normally would have no ability to cooperate or stay on task or otherwise be productive, all coming together to create sound that no computer or lab full of geniuses could replicate. It’s something from nothing. Literal magic.”

“It’s sonic junk food,” said Beemee, as the van rumbled to life. “It hijacks the part of the brain that evolved to be attentive to certain vocalizations that signal lust or danger. Then people like you use it to transmit antisocial messages about the glory of casual copulation, laziness, and hedonism.”

“Let me guess,” said Dave, “your blue god orb, the System, has banned popular music.”

“It hasn’t banned it because it doesn’t need to,” said Beemee. “We don’t need fake stimulation because we get the real thing, from productive sources.”

“Yeah,” said John. “Like I said. The dark forces out there all want the same thing, to snuff out the spark inside us and turn us into cattle, or machines. Something they can herd and mobilize to their own ends. Music is the sound of the thing inside us that fights back, the wild part that bites. Wherever you find rebellion, you find music, waking people up.”

“That’s a lot of pretty words,” said Beemee, “but no actual logic explaining why it does what you say it does.”

“Now you’re getting it.” John revved the engine, listened for a moment, then said, “Hear that? No ‘Under the Sea.’ Everything’s going to be fine.”



The Scourge

The Chorus was now muffled, the shaft having lowered itself entirely into the base, now pushing down, down, down into a place where heat made stones flow like wax.

He stood on a walkway that grew naturally between trees, looking up through the foliage into a sky thick with the ash of the fallen, the bodies of the sacrifice forming a shroud that cast the survivors into darkness. This was critical mass, the rapturous moment just before ejaculation, the spreading of the seed. The air crackled with it.

The Scourge followed winding pathways through the green paradise that thrived in the bowl of the Purifier until he found a cool and tranquil spot in which a mossy hammock had grown. It was the size of three king-size beds and softer than any mattress back home. Bridgette was lying in the middle of it and, even in deep slumber, the Scourge could detect the facial expression of a very beautiful idiot. The tattoo on her chest was pulsing and growing before his eyes, black threads winding and twisting under the skin. Not one person in ten thousand could have survived this process but, of course, this woman had been born for it. The only thing she had been born for.

The Scourge shook Bridgette’s shoulder. “Time to get up.”

She pulled her eyes open with monumental effort. “What day is it?”

“Same day,” he said, “at least, it is back where you’re from. It’s time.”

“Time for what?”

“For your world to change. For it to become what it always should have been. And time for you to go home.”

He helped her up and guided her down through the garden. All around them, the tranquility was disturbed by grunts and thrusts and squeals, bodies in a state of maximum exertion. The copulation they passed was fierce and sometimes violent, men were beating each other to a pulp, splattering the emerald vines with beads of crimson. Everyone felt what was coming, their veins running hot with it.

“What do I do,” asked Bridgette, dreamily. “After I get back?”

“You’ll know what to do. You’ll feel it.”

This was true, the sensation of serving as the Conduit would be very similar to childbirth, if a person was to birth an entire planet through their orifice. She would, of course, not survive it. Not that it mattered; there would be no place for someone like Bridgette in the new world. If she’d been allowed to be born at all in the Scourge’s kingdom, she’d have been forced into work if some competence could be discovered, or ground into food if it could not. Instead, she would birth a new world, and her usefulness would cease the moment it was born.

They made their way into the base and followed stairs heading down toward the portal. The floor and walls were vibrating, energy thrumming through the structure in preorgasmic waves.

He led her through the sitting room, with its armchairs around the fire. The Scourge had sat in rapt attention here, night after night, listening to Jumbo relay stories of his travels, utterly fascinated by all the inventive ways that identical man had utterly wasted his life. And then up the stairs they went, to the trophy room, with all the souvenirs he had collected, the spoils of a game well played.

“I’m scared,” said Bridgette as they reached the spiral stairwell that led up to Jumbo’s basement. “If I do this, can you promise me it will be okay?”

“I promise,” he said, “that everyone—everyone—will get exactly what they deserve.”

She looked him in the eye as if she were capable of uncovering some concealed truth there. Then she nodded, steeled herself, and went up the stairs. He watched her go, her ass flexing with every step. A final taste of the lethal temptations that needed to be purged from the universe.

Purified.

Once she was gone, he made his way back down and immediately was hit with a wave of panic. He had been saving a particular container of mead for this occasion—the only container of it that existed in this universe—and now feared that it had broken when Milton was thrashing around earlier. He got down on the floor and frantically searched, then let out a sigh of relief. It had simply gotten knocked out of view, kicked under a shelf. It had not leaked (it was stored in the twisted horn of a creature Lucius had never seen for himself) and he retrieved it, wrestling out the cork and taking a drink as he strode across the room. He made his way over to the trophy wall, to the conspicuous gap in the middle of the various weapons and garments collected from the vanquished over the years. He then went to the spot on the floor where Bridgette’s pink butterfly backpack had been discarded and picked it up.

He smiled, because he himself had not known what was to go in that final spot in the display. This was how it worked, the wall filled itself. There was a path laid out by Glory and sometimes that path was clear and other times it was mysterious, forcing him to step out into the darkness and wait for solid ground to appear underfoot. In this case, the Scourge had simply felt a nagging sense that this hook should be left empty and that the time would come for something to fill it. And now here was the perfect symbol of transformation; his caterpillar was about to become a butterfly and its wings would darken every star.

And so now he hung the backpack on the hook, completing the collection, exactly on schedule, down to the second. A final shiver seemed to move through the entire structure like a wave.







36 MINUTES UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

We arrived at the butter warehouse to find way too many people, many of them staring straight up at the stars. Everyone inside the Clam Van groaned and nobody had to say why. The crowd’s presence meant that somehow word had gotten out that something potentially huge was about to happen here and their attention, paradoxically, was much more likely to make that thing happen. Containing whatever showed up in this cursed town was always a combination of corralling the thing and also the idea of the thing, and that second one was always more complicated. It required a level of finesse that was beyond us in the way that jet engine repair is beyond most mushrooms.

“It got out on social media,” said Amy, in response to a question nobody had bothered to vocalize. “This building has been a favorite of conspiracy types going back to when it was supposed to be a secret headquarters for the Men in Black. Apparently people are also spotting drones overhead.”

“What’s social media?” asked Beemee, and I had to admit that focusing in on that part of the news was a very Amy thing to do.

“You don’t have that in your home world?” I asked. “Where everyone can go on the internet and share their dumbest ideas with strangers? And everyone has a device in their pocket that screams thousands of diseased thoughts into their ears every waking moment of the day?”

“No. Why would we want that? Isn’t hearing a chorus of strange voices in your head literally a symptom of insanity?”

“What matters,” said Amy, “is that it is an amazing vector for rumors to spread and what I’m seeing is a whole lot of discussion from people who’ve spotted the drones and others who think the butter warehouse is harboring something dangerous.”

“In other words,” said John, “our problem is that all the mindless chatter on social media sometimes includes stuff that’s actually true.”

“I could have told you that would be the problem and I’ve never even used it,” said Beemee.

John pulled up next to where Marconi had parked his tour bus, the man himself already directing his crew to unload sound equipment. Bystanders were peppering the old man with questions he was not currently answering.

“This could be good,” said John, who was putting his guitar on his back. “If we’re going to set up music containment around this thing, we’ll need help. Maybe we could do a crowd participation type song, like ‘We Will Rock You.’ Follow it up with ‘We Are the Champions.’ A one-two punch.”

“Do we know where to find this device?” I asked as we got out of the van.

“I do,” said Amy, “if they haven’t moved it. Seventh shelf from the side of the building with the office, seventh bay from the back wall, seventh pallet.”

“How do you know that?”

“You’re asking me why I carefully noted the location of a weapon of mass destruction hidden in my town?”

It was apparent that multiple onlookers had tried to break in through the front doors of the facility, to no avail. Various tools and power drills littered the sidewalk in front of it. At the moment, a guy was kneeling and trying to pick the lock while a woman next to him watched a YouTube tutorial on the subject.

“Does anyone happen to know how to break in?” I asked. “Last time, we got in and out via the portal in the basement of the cop shop.”

“Oh, are you asking for my help?” said one of the Joy girls, suddenly standing there next to her twin.

“No,” I said. “Not now, or in any other situation.”

“Follow me!” said one of the girls, and she went running off into the night, limbs flailing, the other following in exactly the same manner.

We followed them around a corner, but they were gone from our sight. There was another door there, one that no one else was paying attention to because it had no features on the exterior—no knob, no lock, no window, no hinges. As we approached, the door opened from the inside and standing there was adult Joy, having apparently re-formed after turning herself into the swarm to, I don’t know, fly in through an HVAC vent on the roof or something.

As we entered and felt the odd shift from the natural to artificial cold, I said, “So you can do that any time you want? Like any time we need to get into a locked building, you can just flow in and unlock it?”

“No,” said Joy. “That’s illegal.”

Beemee blinked, confused. “I’m sorry, who is this? Was she waiting here? Where are the twins?”

John said, “That’s Joy. She can split herself into two people. Apparently. She’d never done that before today.”

I said, “It doesn’t matter, some people in our world can just do that.”

We’d never stopped to explain Joy’s whole situation to Beemee and I didn’t want to have to now, because I frankly didn’t know what her deal was myself and also didn’t want to know.

We all got inside and closed the door behind us, and Amy started toward the spot where the Bean Bomb was nestled among the racks of frozen butter.

“Hold on,” said Beemee, apparently not yet ready to let the Joy thing go. “Did she come through a rift? A different one?”

“You’ll have to ask her,” I said, “then when you find out, you can tell us. She’s not forthcoming with that information.”

Amy had made it to what we were all praying was the correct row of shelves and she was now counting down the sections.

“So you’ve had entities already come through? From where? And when did it start?”

“For as long as people have been writing down the history of this town. You knew this already.”

“No,” said Beemee, sounding on the verge of panic. “We didn’t. And that woman doesn’t turn up in any of the modeled scenarios.”

“We tried to tell you. Nothing that happens in this town can be accurately quantified, projected, or anticipated. It’s just too stupid.”

We moved down the shelf, Amy now counting the pallets. I saw the Bean Bomb box before Amy did, as I remembered it had the temperature monitor sticker on it. I pulled it off the pallet.

“Look,” said Amy. “At the thermometer.”

The temperature symbol that had been stamped onto the box had previously shown the mercury about halfway up. Now, there was a hairline sliver of cardboard between the ink and the top. If that meter represented how fucked the situation was, then that sliver represented what hope remained.

I nodded, put the box under one arm, and said, “Let’s take a moment to think about this.”

“No,” said Amy. “I knew you were going to do this. No!”

“We have to consider it.”

“Consider what?” asked John. “Letting this all go back to beans?”

“Give me the Manus Dei,” said Beemee. “There’s nothing else I can do here and I definitely don’t want to listen to you people argue.”

“There’s nothing to argue about,” I said. “What we have here is a classic choice of Crabs, Orb, or Beans and not only would I choose Beans, but it’s objectively the ethical thing to do. You erase one Midwestern town and prevent a worldwide occupation by a bloodthirsty authoritarian superintelligence of one type or another.”

“Let me go,” said Beemee. “Please. Let me go home.”

“Why do you even want to go home? It’s a war zone and you said yourself you were about to be overrun.”

“That’s not my home. The AU is just where I work. I want to go back to my home world, to my house, my family. I want to be done with all this. But if they overrun Sanctuary, that’s our rift out of the AU. Then I can’t go back. Do you understand?”

“Fine,” I said, digging out the crystal hand. “If you run into your Jumbo, ask him how I can fix a push lawn mower that takes fifty pulls to start. I think it gave me a rotator cuff injury.”

Then John reached over and snatched the hand from me before Beemee could grab it.

“Nah, I don’t think so,” said John. “And I’m talking to both of you. We’re gonna fix all this with the power of music. The whole thing. We’re going to play and we’re gonna keep playing, as long as we can. We are going to contain the dark energy that spews out of that device, then we’re gonna beat back whatever energy is summoned by the giant orb and/or the meat tower. It’s going to work. I know it will.”







22 MINUTES UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



John

“And once we do that,” continued John, “you, Shitty Amy, will have unfinished business here.”

“What are you possibly talking about?”

“We’re going to turn you over to the police so you can stand trial for Jumbo’s murder.”

“What? You can’t be serious.”

Two members of Marconi’s production team shuffled past carrying an enormous amplifier.

“The very first guy from your world we talked to asked us a question, a kind of thought experiment, about right and wrong. About whether or not it’s all relative or if there are universal rules.”

“I’m familiar,” said Beemee, “and what I did was done in accordance with those universal rules.”

“No, it was done on behalf of something that told you it knew the rules better than you did. You act like this is complicated, but it’s not. It’s the same tricks the powerful always use to turn the rest of us into sheep or pets or attack dogs, to shut down the voices in our heads telling us we were meant for more. See, I don’t care that what you did to Jumbo was done in the middle of a war, that you’ve got spreadsheets showing you had no choice. Your code has to hold up even when it puts you in danger, otherwise it’s not a code, it’s just doing whatever keeps you safe. A part of you knows that, the only part that’s really alive. And that is what we’re trying to preserve here.”

“You’re just putting your civilization in shackles,” said Beemee, “for when some true bad guys come along.”

John shrugged. “So be it.”

As John was saying that, Beemee flung herself at him and grabbed for the Manus Dei. The hand went flying, tinking off the floor and skidding to a stop down the aisle, where it was immediately picked up by a confused Snowball.

“How did he get in here?” barked Dave.

“Where did you even get that thing?” yelled Beemee.

Joy said, “I know, right? This place is a goddamned zoo!”

Beemee was trying to pull the device away from Snowball with her invisible mind powers, but the creature frowned and clung to it even tighter, like a toddler gripping a toy.

“GIVE IT TO ME!” she screamed.

Snowball said, “Shiny.”

Beemee growled, rushed at Snowball and dove at the creature—

REEK!

And found herself lying on the frosted floor, grasping air.

She lay there for a moment, breathing hard.

Then she looked back at Dave and John and said, “You fucking idiots.”

Marconi hurried up to where they were standing, glanced at John’s guitar and said, “I have some recorded music.”

“No,” said John. “Live is more powerful.” He turned toward Beemee. “We’re gonna fix this. You’ll see.”

“The best-case scenario is that I get trapped here forever,” she said.

“You’ll be fine, women’s prisons aren’t anything like the men’s. I’ve seen a bunch of movies about them.”

By now, the onlookers had started wandering in, mostly confused because all they saw were thousands of boxes of frozen butter and a few guys seemingly setting up for an impromptu concert. John wondered if they were starting to suspect this whole thing had been a viral marketing stunt for an album launch.

There was a hum and a squeal, the amplifiers getting juice. Dave still had the butter box containing the Bean Bomb under one arm.

John said to him, “The way I see it, all we can control is the part we can control. I don’t trust the dark energies inside that box, I don’t trust the people who encased them in it. Whatever is happening over in the AU with the ash and the orb and the crabs, we have to trust that things will tip in our favor somehow, due to luck or … whatever has been looking out for us all this time. If not, this is how we’re gonna go out.”

Someone set up a mic stand in front of him. Marconi’s crew was going around to the quickly accumulating crowd, asking them to sing along, telling them it was for a reality show that was being filmed. Dave sat the box on the floor, then reached over and took Amy’s hand.







17 MINUTES UNTIL GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Amy

She could feel David’s exhaustion wafting from him as he stood by her, could smell the ash and strange grease from that other world. Sweat was freezing into white beads in his hair.

He met her eyes and said, softly, “You’ll be fine. I know it.”

Not we’ll be fine, because he didn’t care about that. And she decided that this couldn’t end here, because she couldn’t let him go without understanding that the math in his head didn’t add up, that you couldn’t love someone who loves you back while also considering yourself unworthy of that love. It’s an irreconcilable contradiction.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said John into the microphone, “this is not a concert. This is a ritual. And a tribute.” He turned to look at Beemee on the floor, but continued speaking into the mic as he said, “Now, I can’t sing this like Freddie Mercury, and you know why? Because I don’t have his messed-up teeth. The man was born with four extra teeth in his mouth, got bullied for it his whole life. That mutation gave him an unnatural vocal range that let him inspire the world. See, that’s how this works. You want the beauty of life, you’ve got to put up with the freaks and dysfunction and the mess. The need to make it clean and efficient, to make people run like machines, that’s just, well, unnatural.”

Marconi’s crew was directing the crowd to start doing the stomp-stomp-clap that almost everyone on earth knew as the intro to “We Will Rock You.”

“But enough of me talking about the beauty mankind can achieve. Let me sing it for you.”

Stomp stomp clap. Stomp stomp clap.

David was now staring hard at the box, and then so was Amy, both of them waiting for it to go off, for the all-consuming shadows to come roaring out. Then Amy found Beemee nearby. She was taking in the crowd around her, this woman who had probably never seen a concert in her life, had never felt the power of live music. She wore that scowl of disgust but Amy thought that maybe, just maybe, she was feeling something else, something new.

Stomp stomp clap. Stomp stomp clap.

John stepped up to the microphone and

REEK!

A giant crab exploded into the middle of the butter warehouse.







OH SHIT THE GIANT CRAB SHOWED UP EARLY



John

The chaos had erupted from behind him, so John initially believed a different box of butter had detonated, then thought maybe somebody had crashed into the warehouse with a helicopter. Then he realized it was a giant crab because of the dozens of people around him screaming that it was a giant crab. At least one person incorrectly shouted that the stomping and clapping had summoned it but he knew there wasn’t time to correct them.

The creature had fallen through the ceiling, having apparently appeared somewhere in the air above them, flattening shelves of butter on impact. It was roughly as tall as four men standing on each others’ shoulders and as wide as you’d expect a crab that tall to be, as it had roughly the height-to-width ratio of the crabs you’ve seen. It hunkered down behind pincers big enough to simultaneously behead a whole bouquet of Clydesdales and as soon as John turned to face it, it swung them around, toppling shelves like dominoes. Atop the massive creature was a white dot and John realized it was a terrified and/or confused Snowball, clinging to its back. The crab shook him off, then snatched Snowball out of the air with a pincer and popped him into its mouth like a piece of dropped popcorn.

Outside, John faintly heard the Clam Van spontaneously start playing its theme song.

“TOO LATE NOW, ASSHOLE!” shouted Dave at the van.

John yelled, “DO YOU HAVE THE BOMB?!?”

“RUN!” said someone as the crab came charging in their direction.

John didn’t think the crab was necessarily attacking, but was simply trying to get out of the unfamiliar and unpleasantly cold structure, as he assumed the creature had no concept of alternate dimensions and had only been bred to fight, though now that he thought about it, there were many roles on the battlefield that didn’t involve fighting, so it was possible this one was a medic or something.

“I’VE GOT IT!” yelled Dave, holding the Bean Bomb overhead, having managed to locate it in the maelstrom.

The crab was now climbing onto the toppled mounds of frozen butter to claw its way through the rupture it had created in the roof. Its top half was free and it roared to the heavens, as if to announce its presence in this new world.

John went to Dave and checked the thermometer graphic on the box, which was now full, not even that sliver of space at the top remained.

“Music!” he said. “Somebody!”

Amy said, “Here!” and quickly dug her phone from her pocket. She fumbled on the screen with shivering fingers and then hit play on an app.

From her phone, a soft female voice spoke the words, “… under the glow of the full moon, his claws caressed her neck, softly traveling across her collarbone and then down the gentle slope of her bosom, circling her erect nipple…”

“HOLD ON! That’s an audiobook!”

Amy frantically tried to switch tracks and then people were screaming outside, but somehow this was a new round of screaming that wasn’t about the crab trying to escape into the neighborhood. At the moment, the creature had paused because a couple of boxes had ruptured and it was now eating the butter that had stuck to its pincer.

Marconi was screaming, “MOVE! MOVE!” in a way that made it clear he thought they were very stupid for not having moved before now. The path to every door was blocked by collapsed government butter aside from one. They ran and John heard Marconi say something about “drone” and “missile” right before a shock wave knocked them all to the ground and all sound was replaced with the ringing of tinnitus. John turned to find the crab had been blown in half and now everything was on fire.

The three of them had been in so many structure fires that they instinctively got low before the smoke even arrived. Dave was padding around on the floor for something and John grabbed him and pointed him toward the direction of the door.

“I DROPPED THE BOMB!” he shouted.

“LEAVE IT!”

“NO!” He paused to cough and then said, “I want to drive it away from here! Let it turn some other town into beans! Even if it’s in the vehicle with us, it won’t matter!”

Before anyone could object, Dave yanked himself away and disappeared into the greasy smoke. Amy followed. John tried to go after them but frankly had lost all sense of direction. The fire was roaring through the literal tons of pure fat piled up around them and the floor was already becoming slick with melted butter. Everything stank like the kitchen of a Red Lobster on Mother’s Day. He broke down in a spasm of coughs, on his hands and knees, both of which were becoming submerged in hot butter. Then a hand grabbed his shirts and it was Joy standing there, totally unbothered and looking annoyed.

“What are you doing?” she said. “Come on.”

He followed her out and then turned back to see the second massive inferno he’d escaped in two days. Then out from the roiling, butter-fueled flames came Amy and then Dave, who was heroically carrying the bomb that was going to render all of this moot at any moment.

“GET A VEHICLE! ANY VEHICLE!” yelled Dave. “We’ll turn on the stereo and drive it out of town!”

But now John was being accosted by the woman who could be described as his interdimensional sister-in-law. Beemee was, for some reason, grabbing John’s right hand and peeling back his fingers. Then she motioned with her other hand, remotely triggered the spring mechanism, and caught the tiny gun as it flew out of John’s sleeve.

She then pointed it at Dave and said, “No. You’re not leaving with it, you’re not going to serenade it with your stupid songs. We’re going to stand here and let it go off.”

“What?” shouted Dave. “Why?”

“Because that’s her only way home,” said Amy. “Now that the Manus Dei is gone.”

Beemee nodded, flinging melted butter off her left hand in disgust. “If this town never existed, then this rift was never opened, the whole sequence of events that brought me over here is undone. I wake up back at work at the AU, or back at home. Or somewhere other than here.”

“Are you sure that’s how it works?” asked John, because he sure as fuck wasn’t.

Joy walked up and said, “If you don’t mind, can I check something real quick?”

She yanked the box away from Dave and sat it on the ground in what was now an inch-deep pool of butter in the parking lot, the cold coagulating it to the consistency of candle wax just after it has been dripped on a boob. She felt around the top of the box until she found a completely invisible latch and the lid popped open.

It was empty. Just black foam and air.

Dave said, “Shit! Where’d it go?”

Joy rotated the box his way to show him that under the lid was scrawled,

This kind of thing is why we don’t trust cops.

—Milton and Bridgette

P.S. Every one of you looks like you could suck-start a Harley.



The Scourge

Sanctuary was aflame, a thousand plumes of black smoke on the horizon carrying the remnants of its culture into the sky. The Scourge stood on a perch on the lip of the Purifier, imagining he could hear its inhabitants’ screams. A convoy was moving his way through the ash below and that would be his counterpart, taken captive in the belly of a crab, hauled away from his comrades who by now were either all dead or begging for it. This is exactly what he had been promised, exactly what he had seen in his dreams every night for as long as he could remember. It was the task he’d been saddled with the day he’d met the shadow in the woods, the destiny he’d embraced, the greatness he’d secretly known he’d been made for.

And it was, he had to admit, disappointing.

Getting what you want doesn’t feel like much if there was never a chance of anything else. He’d built a civilization that was a stripped-down machine designed only to survive and conquer and now that it had proven itself in this barren, dying world, he would take it to the big show, infinite realms waiting like dishes at a strip club buffet. Maybe he would feel something then.

He made his way through the Garden, into the tunnels, down to the trophy room. There he found the Administrator, who had been marched in, hands and feet shackled. The Scourge walked up to him, inches from his face. His twin stank of raw terror.

“You’re afraid,” said the Scourge, “because you know what I’m going to do to you, because it’s what you would do to me if the roles were reversed.”

This, too, was disappointing. Nothing real lives up to the imagination, which is why so many spend their lives satisfied to withdraw from ambition and live in the daydream. His counterpart had some kind of high-tech gel patch over his right eye, as if having freshly received a wound there. This actually confused the Scourge for a moment—the Administrator famously had two healthy, uncovered eyes—but the unseen hands behind reality did seem to enjoy their symbolic symmetries. He did think it was amusing that so recently this man believed his future was something he’d want to have two working eyes to see.

“You’re not me,” said the Administrator. “You’re an abomination created to mock me.”

The Scourge strode away from the man, making a show of browsing his collection. He found himself even more sickened by this version of himself now that it stood in the same room.

“Is that what you actually believe? I thought that was just some propaganda you cooked up. No, I grew up in the same town you did, with the same psychopath for a father. I had the same bitch of an English teacher in sixth grade, fingerbanged the same cousin at church camp. I’m just a version of you that has chosen to live without restraint. The real version, in other words. You are the version that volunteered yourself for castration.”

The Scourge pulled his horn of mead off his belt and went to take a sip, but it was empty. Another disappointment.

“I don’t understand,” said the Administrator, “we both just wound up in this place, by accident? And you immediately decided to become a thorn in my side? Why?”

“Twenty-five years ago,” said the Scourge, “as time passes in our birth worlds, you and I were the same man. We were on a walk in the woods—the same woods—waiting for some shrooms to kick in. I, just like you, saw a figure that I mistook for a man dressed all in black, until I saw that it was nothing but blackness from head to toe. It looked back at me with red eyes that glowed, like a pair of lit cigars in a dark room. I stood there, frozen, as it approached, making no noise as it stepped over the leaves and branches. It drew closer and closer until it passed through me. And in the split second I and this being of shadow occupied the same space, my mind exploded with visions. The past, the present, the future, and every possible iteration of all three. Was it the same for you?”

“You know it was,” said the Administrator. “The exact same.”

“I turned and watched as the shadow kept walking,” said the Scourge, “then it went off the trail and made its way through the trees, toward a boarded-up hole in the side of a hill. An old mine entrance. And in that moment, I sensed his power and spoke to it, inviting it into my home. But also in that moment, another version of me decided the being was evil and pursued it into the mine, muttering the Lord’s Prayer. That was you. And also in that moment, a version of me was so terrified that he fled the woods and kept running until he collapsed from exhaustion. That was Jumbo. In that moment, the universe split into three, and we became a trinity: one that extended a welcoming hand to this dark energy, one that resisted it, and one that fled. You and I were both shown a new world that existed permanently on fast-forward, Jumbo went to a bar and drank himself to blackout. My mission was made clear, that I was to use this place to perform a ritual that would take twenty-five centuries to complete.”

“And you just went along with it,” said the Administrator, “following the instructions to build this monstrosity, to perform this, what? Mass sacrifice?”

“My friend,” said the Scourge. “How do you not understand, even now? The tower isn’t the ritual. The war is the ritual. The civilization you built here was not my competition. It was cattle for my altar. Why else do you think the edicts and prophesies you followed brought you to this? I was simply told that, in order to rule, I had to be willing to sacrifice a part of myself. And that the sacrifice could not be painless.”

Clicking, inhuman footsteps echoed in the room. The Administrator spun and recoiled at the sight of what had just entered, ticking across the floor on armored spikes. It was seven feet tall, its body all ribs and claws and tongues, curved around an empty space roughly the size and shape of an adult man’s body. A particular body, in fact. A walking torture device.

“That is Chester,” said the Scourge. “I made it just for you.”

“How?” asked the Administrator. “How did you become this … monster? Something that can harbor this much hate?”

“That is like asking the caterpillar what turned it into the butterfly.”

As he said that, he turned his eyes toward Bridgette’s backpack on the trophy wall, covered in its childish stickers. This was the kind of symbolism that frankly annoyed him and he now hoped it was mere coincidence.

“All three of us were born to conquer,” continued the Scourge, moving toward the backpack. “Only one of us embraced the opportunity when it came along. What you did to Jumbo, that’s how people like you treat conquerors, when you have them at your mercy. What you’re about to find out is that he got off easy.”

“Is that what the Devil promised you? A chance to reign in Hell?”

“I was only shown a path. A way to conquer, and to continue conquering, forever. Eternal life.” He glanced back at the Administrator. “For both of us.”

“What’s in there?” asked the Administrator, in a strange tone, staring hard at the pink backpack.

“What an odd and irrelevant question,” said the Scourge. “Do you even know who this belongs to? Who she was? What happened to her? Ugh, I have so much to tell you.”

The other man moved closer and Chester clicked after him on its sharp appendages, radiating a kind of desperate hunger.

“What’s in there?” said the Administrator, who seemed so transfixed by the backpack that it was starting to unnerve the Scourge. It was, frankly, ruining the vibe.

“Goth girl shit. Scared girl shit. No weed, I checked. The possessions of somebody who grew up with abandonment issues, who can possibly say why.”

And still, he found himself pulling the pack off the wall and setting it on the floor. He sensed the Administrator approaching behind him, as if eagerly anticipating what might be found in this girl’s emotional support bag. The Scourge dug through the candy bars, the Zippo lighter emblazoned with an etched pentagram, the tampons, the spare pair of panties, the glass skull, the Narcan, one of those little hammers you can use to smash your way out of a sinking car …

Something moved in there.

A black wisp, swirling around the glass skull.

The Scourge picked it up. There was a seam, the top half removable. It was a cheap candy jar, something stamped out in a factory or a sweatshop, destined to be used as a stash jar in a dorm room.

Another shape swirled through the skull and the Scourge dropped it as if it was hot, as if it was on fire, as if it was a sun about to go supernova and swallow everything.

Darkness filled the skull and the Scourge snatched it and ran for the exit, sprinting, reaching the stairs and taking them two at a time. Black shapes bounced around inside the glass, growing and multiplying. Alien voices whispered in his ear and alien thoughts probed his mind. Something was bursting to come out, something of incomprehensible power and of unknowable nature, but it was not out yet and he sensed there was still time.

This was not the shadow he had encountered in the woods that day. These were something else. These were legion and knew no allegiance.

“What did she do,” he muttered, breathless. “What did she do?”

Up and up the stairs he went, 121 steps was a lot when you were going full-tilt and he knew that the consequences of missing a step by a quarter inch and tumbling down were far beyond his comprehension. A black tentacle of absolutely nothing slipped from the skull and flicked at the air, as if testing it, tasting it.

But now there was the slit to Jumbo’s basement above him, peeling itself open upon his approach, sensing his urgency, his desperation. Black appendages were whipping out from all sides of the skull, turning it into Medusa. He reached the top of the stairs and lifted the skull overhead, intending to fling it through, into the moldy basement, into another universe. Then, he thought, he would close this seal and pray that whatever was trying to birth itself would not find him across the—

“Ooof!”

A mass of wet, stinking, grunting flesh crashed into him and now he and the skull were sailing down, for a moment in midair until his back slammed into the stairs with the crunching of several bones. This was Milton, he could see the huge man’s sneering, utterly mad bearded face one inch from his, the bleeding man having waited there by the slit, for hours in his world. Then they were both sliding down, the Scourge’s head bonking off each stair, and even as his brain was getting shaken in his cranium he was aware of the glass skull having flown backward and it was now clinking and bouncing somewhere farther down, falling back into the trophy room, into the bowels of his palace, his temple, his Purifier.

The two men slid and then rolled and finally came to a rest about halfway down the stairs, the Scourge utterly unable to operate any of his limbs thanks to a spine that was broken in several places. Milton was sneering and breathing in his face, the Scourge’s shirt wadded in his sweaty, meaty hands.

Shadows howled up from below, filling the space like the plume of black from a gasoline explosion, engulfing everything they encountered, erasing it, reversing it.

The Scourge sputtered something, begged Milton for assistance he could not render even if he wanted to, both men now wet from his leaking gunshot wound.

As the darkness swirled and swallowed, Milton leaned in, his lips so close to the Scourge’s ear that it felt like a kiss. These were to be the final words of Milton’s life, the final words the Scourge would ever hear, the final words ever spoken in this universe:

“Your whole life,” grunted the bleeding man, “everything you’ve done, everything you thought you accomplished here, will only be remembered ’cause of a story told by a couple of assholes. And they are gonna fuck it up beyond all recognition.”

In his final moments before dissipating into oblivion, the Scourge’s final act was to shit himself.



Me

“She had it with her the whole time?” I shouted over the sound of several tons of crab meat roasting in melted butter.

“Well,” said Dr. Marconi, who’d walked up wearing hip wader boots, as if he’d arrived anticipating a butter flood, “I suppose that explains why Milton and Bridgette were late to their interview.”

“But how did they even know about the Bean Bomb?” I asked, kicking over the useless box.

Marconi raised an eyebrow. “Research? Surveillance? Conversations with this facility’s maintenance staff? Please remember that the people outside your immediate circle of friends and associates are not background extras. They have agency.”

“I don’t understand,” said John. “If the Bean Bomb detonates in the AU, what happens? Does it turn the Scourge’s kingdom into beans? I don’t think I get the implications.”

Beemee sat, splattering butter. “If the device works as you people say,” she said, “then it means the war is over. Or, it never started, I guess.”

“Wait, does your side turn into beans, too?”

“If it had a blast radius of three miles in every direction, then no,” said Amy, sounding more hopeful than she had in days, if not longer. “If it went off under the Scourge’s lair, they would have never taken root and everyone else would have their history rewritten to find out what life is like when they’re not at war with crab monsters twenty-four hours a day. You can find out who you would have…”

She trailed off because she had turned to address Beemee, only to find no one was there.

“Oh, right,” I said. “If they never had their war, they never had a reason to come over.” I turned to face the butter warehouse, waterfalls of yellow sloshing out every crack. “Which means at any minute now, that butter warehouse will be back to normal. Because none of this will have ever happened. Nobody will remember it. Hell, we may not even remember it.”

John said, “So this is what some other version of you was trying to tell us all along. That’s why he wrote ‘BEANS’ on his arm, he knew all this was coming, somehow. He tried to tell us.”

“He thought we’d somehow figure out all this from ‘BEANS’? Christ, I bet he was insufferable.”

We all watched the warehouse burn, and continue to burn.

“Wait, where’s the crab?” asked John.

In fact, no remains of the giant crab were visible in the wreckage.

I said, “Well, it was never here.”

“Then why is the warehouse still on fire?”

“Maybe for some other reason. Maybe causality adjusts to account for events that happened, even if they shouldn’t have. Maybe in this timeline, the drone fired a missile by mistake.”

Several cops ran up, splashing through butter as they went. The first to arrive was the guy with the bushy mustache we’d seen back at the hospital.

“What happened?” he asked.

Joy ran up behind him and shouted, “An MQ-9 Reaper UAV cast Non-Magic Missile on a giant alien crab.”

“She’s just screwing with you,” I said. “Go look, you’ll find no crab there. Or anything else. It’s over. You can arrest us for Judy’s shooting if you want.”

“No need,” said the cop with the facial hair. “There’s video of the incident, somebody uploaded it to the internet with wacky sound effects. Justice confirmed it’s real.”

“We need to find a relatively dry spot to set up the cameras,” said Marconi, apparently uninterested in the legal ramifications of any of this. “I want footage before the fire goes out.”

“Considering this is essentially now one giant grease fire with several million pounds of fuel,” I said, “I’m thinking you’ve got between now and Halloween.”

Amy pulled her glasses from her pocket—her muscle memory always made her quickly fold them up and put them away before running—and found that the pocket had not saved them from getting coated in butter.

She grunted in disgust and dug into her pocket for something to clean them with and when she did that, the glasses simply floated in midair in front of her, as if held in place by the other hand she absolutely didn’t have.

John pointed and said, “So why is that happening now?”

Amy saw it and gasped, then snatched the glasses out of the air as if she’d gotten caught lighting a cigarette on a plane.

“Did you do that?” I asked.

“I think so,” she said. “But I don’t know how.”



Amy

The butter was cracking off Amy’s clothes like old mud and everybody smelled like the dumpster outside a movie theater. Dr. Marconi eventually found a spot to set up about a quarter mile away from the inferno, which at this point was the closest anyone could get without being waist-deep in butter. As he spoke in front of the camera, every spare fire truck from five counties shot arcs of water onto the warehouse in the background, the surrounding trees bent over with accumulated ice from the overspray.

“… to which all of us should be asking, ‘How many more buildings have to burn? How many more victims have to get hurt?’” Marconi gestured to the scene behind him. “Years of internet rumors about this structure being a secret headquarters for some kind of ‘Men in Black’ operation led some misguided soul to detonate a device inside, blowing a hole in the roof and igniting the building’s contents: millions of pounds of frozen butter, stored as part of a government effort to maintain commodity prices in the face of excess production. Now look at it. And take a look at yourselves. We all seek meaning in this life, daydream of a moment of heroism. What we fail to see is that those opportunities lie all around us: the elderly neighbor trapped in her home because she cannot shovel her walk, the desperately lonely family member praying for the phone to ring, the food pantries crying out for donations after holiday giving dries up. We ignore these calls because our culture tells us that heroism must involve excitement, and violence. A hateful enemy to vanquish. When the sun rises on this new day, I would urge everyone to—”

“CUT!” yelled the cameraman. “Can somebody get that thing out of the shot?”

Snowball was waddling past in the background, eating a hunk of butter it was clutching in its tiny hands and looking confused.

“How is he still alive?” asked David. “Wasn’t he eaten by the crab?”

“Well, remember, the crab now didn’t exist,” said John.

“But why is he still here, then? Christ, I hate that thing.”

A woman rushed in and picked him up, saying, “Sorry, sorry,” and it took a moment for Amy to realize who it was.

“BRIDGETTE!”

Amy ran up and hugged her and the woman didn’t recoil but also clearly was not a hugger.

Amy pulled away. “You guys made it out!”

“Milton’s gone,” replied Bridgette. “He saved everyone. He figured out what was going on and found a way to fix it. He sacrificed himself in the process.”

“I still don’t think I understand what happened.”

“I just didn’t want you people risking yourselves. Both because I felt guilty and also I didn’t think you’d do it. I just walked over and picked up the little vial of poison while you were all arguing in the basement. Then I fed Snowball a marshmallow and you all just instantly blamed him. I tried to tell you: You’re not good at this.”

David came over and said, “I assume Jumbo’s basement is—”

“Just a laundry room,” said Bridgette. “Look.”

She lifted up her shirt.

Amy turned to David and said, “She’s showing you that the tattoo disappeared,” because it was clear his mind had gone completely blank at the glimpse of this tragic young woman’s lacy bra.

“Oh, right,” he said, blinking. “I mean, I want to jump up and down and celebrate and then go home and stay drunk for the next week, but closing the rift didn’t fix everything, did it? All the aftermath is still here, so did we really contain it?”

“My mom,” said Bridgette, “or the woman who raised me, you know, she used to do this thing, when she would catch me sneaking out, she would drive a nail into the wall of my bedroom and tell me I was grounded. Then when my sentence was up, she’d pull out the nail. And she’d point out that the nail is gone but the hole is still there. She was making a point about trust, how you can try to undo some things but there’s still this damage that never really goes away. I think the universe works like that, you try to fix what went wrong but there are always these holes left behind. Scars.”

“So what happens now?” asked Amy.

“I’m going to pack up and leave this place. Find somewhere I can see the ocean. Jumbo left me some money.”

“He had a will?”

“I don’t think so. He left piles of cash in the house and I’m taking it. But I can’t take Snowball, people will ask too many questions. Take care of him for me.”

“No,” said David. “Absolutely not.”







30 DAYS AFTER GIANT CRAB ATTACK



Me

A month later, it was fifty-five degrees and the whole world was a dripping, soggy mess. We were spending a Sunday morning at John’s place and my head was pounding, for one or all of the following reasons:

A)	A catastrophic hangover;

B)	The rapid change in temperature and barometric pressure was creating an instability inside my skull that I was certain would eventually crack it like an egg;

C)	Two Amish men were in John’s kitchen hanging new cabinets, hammering and drilling (with electric tools, which I found suspicious) and occasionally pausing to argue with each other in Amish;

D)	Joy was on the sofa watching Drag Race on her iPad while next to her, Snowball was watching some anime thing on the big TV, both at full volume, the overlapping audio creating a dizzying soundscape that would be perfect for keeping the elderly off your lawn.

I was in the dining room, where John had moved all of his appliances onto the pool table. At the moment, he was using his toaster oven to make treats for Snowball. He had a tray of Ritz crackers and was placing a single Rolo candy on each. He’d then stick them in the oven for a few minutes to soften the candy, then squish another cracker on top like a sandwich. I was trying to make coffee in his inferior, infuriatingly confusing coffee maker and I guess running both devices at the same time had tripped a breaker because dining room outlets weren’t equipped for that, or something (he was trying to explain it while I mostly just muttered curses and poked dead buttons on his coffee machine as if I could power it back up with pure human rage). Finally, I just threw up my hands and went and stood on the porch. I was only in a T-shirt but this weather felt like summer compared to what we’d just been through. A few minutes later, Amy came out, holding a cup of hot tea she’d apparently had no problem making with John’s ad hoc setup. The teabag was dipping itself into the hot water, the string held aloft by nothing.

She glanced over at the sofa on John’s porch like she maybe wanted to sit on it and I said, “Don’t, it’s soaked. You’ll have to wait for that three-hour window when it’s dry before it gets wet again, which usually occurs around August.”

“I wonder what she’s doing right now,” she said, and I didn’t have to ask who she meant.

“I don’t. All Beemee did was criticize. Plus, that version of her no longer exists, the one with the war.”

“Well, that’s the point. I wonder who she would be, without that.”

“It’s none of our business. And it kind of bothers me how much you bring her up.”

“See, it’s weird to me that you don’t bring her up. I mean, you’re not bothered at all to find out I’m only a good person due to circumstance, that if I’d been born in a different time and place that I’d just be another monster? We all tell ourselves that if we’d grown up in Nazi Germany that we’d be part of the Resistance, but for how many was that actually true?”

“Really? That’s what you took from your Beemee experience? Because all I can think is, look at what it took to turn you. A total disruption of world history, plus the obliteration of our fundamental understanding of the universe, plus a quarter century of war against a freaky, ruthless enemy whose entire strategy was to erode her humanity one atrocity at a time. That version of you probably protested until the last second, long after all your friends and neighbors had become frothing zealots. And I bet right up to the end, the single thought that ran through her mind was, ‘If we do this, we’ll win and then we can go back to normal. We can get back to a world where people barbecue around the backyard pool and damp kids eat hot dogs while wrapped in towels.’ She probably told herself she could change the system from the inside. Hell, maybe she did.”

“What, by trying to do a genocide and failing because a stranger ran off with her weapon of mass destruction?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, think about it. Beemee was under the thumb of a superintelligence with direct access to her thoughts, one that could map out events centuries in advance. Maybe she intentionally strategized to get herself into that room with you back at their weird military base. Maybe she knew in some deep, recessed part of her brain that there was a way to do this that she could keep hidden, by putting herself in a position of importance and then skewing it just enough, by millimeters, here and there. Nothing she allowed into her conscious thinking, nothing that could be detected by the all-seeing orb. She even made herself feel all the appropriate emotions, she felt the stress of the impending failure, made herself appear to be a team player all the way. If so, she didn’t just sacrifice her life as she’d known it for some unknowable alternative, but denied herself the satisfaction of being in the right, and the joy of the triumph. Because even that, just moments before the detonation of the device, could have given it away. It would be a true sacrifice, done knowing that not a single entity in all of existence would realize she had done it.”

“I can imagine our therapist saying you’re doing the hero worship thing again.”

An unfamiliar vehicle was pulling up, a Volvo sedan. I couldn’t see who was inside and I’d gotten out of the habit of trying to guess in advance. I was never right.

“I don’t think so,” I said, “and the more I think of it, the more I think my theory might be right. The Manus Dei that was zapping Snowball around, that was the one they assigned to you when they were holding you captive, the one they had to have had the ability to disconnect from their end once they lost control of it. Think about how Beemee had every chance to simply take it back with her, but didn’t. She probably clouded her mind with distractions and sleep deprivation to make herself ‘forget,’ knowing she was leaving an opening for everything to be thrown into chaos. I don’t think there’s any version of you that gets that sloppy with that much on the line. No, I think Beemee got herself promoted to a high enough position and then found the one lever that, if just barely nudged, would steer the ship into an iceberg. And save everyone here as a result.”

Detective Judy Justice got out of the Volvo with some difficulty, wincing with the movement.

“If you’re doing drugs in there,” said the detective, “put ’em away, because I’m coming in.”

I helped her onto the porch as I asked, “You’ve got a warrant?”

She didn’t reply, just headed for the door.

As soon as she entered, she looked toward the sofa and froze. “What is that thing still doing here?”

Joy paused the TV and Snowball muttered, “They stopped moving.”

“I don’t know!” I said. “We can’t get rid of it. Take it with you, if you want. And take Snowball while you’re at it.”

“Take it where?”

“I guess I just assumed you were leaving.”

The detective cocked an eyebrow. “Why would I do that?”

“Most people who can, do. Bridgette’s last Instagram post was from Tijuana.”

“Well, for one, I still have a whole pile of questions nobody wants to answer. First off: Were we or were we not attacked by a giant monster crab?”

“You’ve seen the news. Tourists have been all over the aftermath, there’s not a single scrap of meat nor shell to be found. The bystanders have spewed twenty different, equally implausible stories about what happened, the internet has filled with badly faked videos. Who can say what happened, it was mass confusion.”

“But in your written account you’ve started posting online, you strongly imply a crab attack. Then when you talk to cops, you say the crab thing is nonsense. Then elsewhere you imply that the crab thing is nonsense that you made up.”

“Right. I mean, who can say, really? You know the game, we want people to decide it’s too frustrating to research any further.”

“But what’s the truth?”

“I don’t even know what you’re asking right now.”

As we spoke, Snowball hopped off the sofa and muttered something to Amy, who replied, “No, but there’s Dr Pepper in the fridge in the garage.” Snowball waddled out through the kitchen, presumably to retrieve it.

“And another thing,” said Justice, “you uploaded a narrative text that seems to have been written from the Scourge’s perspective. What, did you interview him?”

“Oh. Ah, well, a lot of our accounts include stuff like that, things we weren’t necessarily present for. Once more, you can choose what you want to believe. Either we have a magical drug that we ingest tiny amounts of during the writing process, one that lets us become detached from space and time to swoop through the minds of other people in the past, present, and future, or we just took creative license and extrapolated what he was probably doing and saying.”

“Well, which is it?”

“See, again, you’re making sounds but they don’t make any sense to me. You have to choose your reality, everyone does. I can’t choose it for you.”

Detective Justice gave me a hard look, the kind of look you get from someone after you have saved their life twice, but both times it was kind of your fault their life needed saving in the first place. I guess most of you have probably never seen it.

“What I think,” said Justice, “is that you saw something else when you went to that other world. I think you wrote it all up and then decided, for some reason, to do a search and replace for whatever you really saw and swapped in ‘giant crabs.’”

“Huh. Why would we lie? And why crabs, of all things?”

“Because you didn’t think people could handle what you actually saw, and you wanted to make it ridiculous enough to soften the blow. You knew nobody could stay mad at a crab.”

“Well, if you find out what’s really going on, feel free to write a book about it or something. The rest of us have moved on.”

She headed for the door, then paused to say, “One last thing. Are we all one hundred percent sure that the Scourge’s plan didn’t work?”

“I mean, there’s no giant meat shaft here or anywhere else in the world, as far as I know. All the crabs are regular-sized and are largely not malicious.”

“But all the talk was about ‘corruption,’ implying it was something more subtle, the way the USA didn’t technically take over the world but before our enemies knew it, they were all watching our movies and TV shows, eating our fast food, getting diagnosed with our mental illnesses. Maybe it’s like that. Silent but deadly.”

“I guess we’ll have to keep an eye out.”

“And you did both strongly imply you may have gotten bit by bugs that can scramble your brains. Maybe that’s subtle, too. Maybe it doesn’t feel like anything from the inside, just little tweaks to your decision-making to do its bidding over the long-term.”

“I think their brains are already corrupted,” said Joy, who I didn’t even realize had been listening. “I think the bugs tried to pervert their desires but all those circuits were already fried thanks to four million hours of pornography.”

“And let’s not forget,” said Justice, “your girl here had a wireless mind control gizmo stuck to her brain for weeks. You’re satisfied to just assume no lingering effects?”

“Honestly,” said Amy, “we wouldn’t even know how to check. None of this is the kind of thing that would show on an MRI. Not that we could afford one, the deductible on our health insurance is so crazy that we might as well not have it.”

“Maybe doubt is the corruption,” said John, holding a plate of treats while looking around for Snowball. “They want us to spend the rest of our lives suspicious of one another. Do Dave and I have mind control venom in our brains, was Amy’s brain permanently scrambled by the crystal hand, is Bridgette still some kind of living conduit? Were the crabs just a metaphor? It’s messy, but so what? The mess is way better than every attempt to sterilize it. It’s in the mess that you find life. People who are scared of the mess are scared of living. They want a world where it’s just them and a bunch of walking meat they can grind into burgers when they get hungry.”

“Why do I not find that convincing?” asked Justice.

I said, “If you want to survive here, you’ll have to get used to it. And I think if you do, you’ll start to think that maybe, just maybe, we know what we’re do—”

There was a commotion from the workers in the kitchen. Snowball had come waddling in from the garage, and he was dragging something.

“Is that a gun?” said Justice.

“Damn it, he’s got ANTON!” shouted John.

Justice quietly slipped out the front door as everyone converged on the kitchen. “NO! Snowball! Put it down! NO! SNOWBALL! NO! BAD! BAD SNOWBALL!”







EXCERPT FROM DARK INTELLIGENCES, BY DR. ALBERT MARCONI


“You are a sad, scared little man,” my psychologist friend said to me near the end of our final meeting, “in a world that has been ruined by sad, scared little men.”

She broke down into a spasm of hacking coughs. A monitor above her bed silently displayed her vitals as a series of colorful waveforms, as if the life force inside her was a thing that could ever be measured.

“I have traveled to every continent,” I had replied, “and have seen a great deal, volumes more than the average person will witness in their lifetime. Some phenomena I can explain, much I cannot. I readily admit that much of it has made me sad, even more has made me very, very scared. And all of it has left me feeling quite small. When I said I was praying for a miracle, I was not asking you to join in. Take it as an innocent coping mechanism, on my part.”

I sipped the terrible coffee excreted from the hospital vending machine. Across the hall, an elderly woman argued with a nurse about her bill.

It was almost twenty years after that initial meeting in Texas, two decades spent encountering my psychologist friend every few years, surreptitiously, sometimes behind the backs of other partners. We never met each others’ families, never spoke of our childhoods, never even broached the subject of becoming committed partners. That touch-and-go relationship would finally come to rest in a cramped room at the Mayo Clinic.

“There is nothing innocent about it,” she’d replied. “You cling to ignorant superstition even though you know it is superstition, that it is a method of control for despots and, yes, a coping mechanism, for those under the boot. You’ve wasted your life looking for gods when we know who they are, their names are in the history books. They’re the conquerors who seized power with overwhelming force and then, once that power was secured, told their populations to live their lives with humility and charity, just to make them easier to govern.”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“No,” she replied, sitting up in the bed, pulling yards of plastic tubes with her. “You wear the symbol of a selfless man who supposedly offered himself up for torture to spare humanity the same fate, as if he were a wealthy man paying off his mistress’s student loans. But you never stop to ask why that debt had to be paid at all. If your god is good, why couldn’t he have simply wiped the tab? The idea that someone or something was ‘owed’ that suffering is monstrous! And, no, it wasn’t your prayers that kept me alive years after the tumor would have taken me. It was men and women who endured brutal schooling and worked grueling hours.”

The argument had energized her, brought color back to her cheeks. I knew it was temporary. The exhaustion hung over her day and night. I knew that within minutes, her gaze would drift away, her energy spent, her eyelids soon fluttering shut.

“I know more than you think,” I’d said, softly. “Art and dance are just tribal demonstrations of reproductive fitness, wasteful and expensive proofs of fine motor skill and hunting prowess. Flowers bloom and birds sing only to breed, the leaves that rustle in the breeze exist to starve the smaller and weaker flora below of sunlight.” I reached over and took her hand, feeling the bones under her cold, thin fingers. “Romantic love is a glitzy façade for our base breeding instincts, generating brain activity indistinguishable from madness. If my hope for something more is an illusion, so be it.”

“Even now,” she’d replied, sliding down the bed, undoing the progress of her tremendous effort moments ago, “you retreat to emotional blackmail instead of reason. You can hope all you want; the idea that the doctors are going to suddenly rush in and announce I’ve made a miraculous recovery, that’s just a story to soothe me while my organs shut down. And they’ve got drugs for that.”

I had just sipped my terrible coffee and stared, listening to a pair of nurses laughing down the hall.

“I believe there are forces out there,” I’d said, finally, “and I don’t understand them because I can only observe their footprints and shadows. If there is no omnipotent being that speaks for the weak and demands justice for the wronged, then I believe we must make something like it real, somehow. I believe that we may exist only for that purpose. Because, my dear, I believe with every fiber of my being that the devils are real, that there is in this universe a relentless and purposeful pull toward selfishness and cruelty. There must be something to fight it. Something bigger than me, because I am just a sad, scared little man.”

Her eyes were closed. I let go of her hand and left the room.

That was the last time I saw my psychologist friend. That is because, after her recovery, she married a much younger man who, in her words, “doesn’t constantly argue with me.”






AFTERWORD


Statistically, I think fewer than 5 percent of readers stick around for an Afterword because it’s usually just the author droning on about what a heroic struggle it was to get the book together, etc. That means that the only readers still here are either particularly zealous fans, audiobook listeners who can’t reach the stop button, or those who will simply do anything to delay their return to the real world. I’m basically speaking into a void right now, I can say anything. All of my bad opinions are safe to be voiced here, as if I were alone and screaming them into a pillow. As such: I have never liked a Stanley Kubrick movie. I find Skyrim to be borderline unplayable. I think people who back into parking spaces are weirdos. The absolute best restaurant cheeseburger is only about 5 percent better than the one you make on the grill (yes, this includes whatever regional burger chain the people in your part of the country are weirdly proud of). If an item won’t scan in a grocery store self-checkout lane, I think it’s totally okay to just take it (I believe the store owners quietly agree and have built this into the cost/benefit of firing their human cashiers). I think 95 percent of the alertness boost people claim to get from coffee and other caffeinated drinks is a placebo effect. My favorite prose is found in a webcomic called Achewood. I don’t think New Zealand exists.

If you randomly stumbled across this novel at a used bookstore or rescued it from the pile at a public book-burning ceremony, you should know that THERE ARE NO GIANT CRABS IN THIS NOVEL: A Novel of Giant Crabs was actually the fifth book in a series. In order, the first four are:

John Dies at the End

This Book Is Full of Spiders: Seriously, Dude, Don’t Touch It

What the Hell Did I Just Read: A Novel of Cosmic Horror

If This Book Exists, You’re in the Wrong Universe

The first one, John Dies at the End, was made into a film in 2012 that became a cult phenomenon and is the reason I have a writing career today. Each of these novels tells a complete story and they could, in theory, be read in any order. One thing you must consider, however, is that the writing of this series spans over thirty years of my life (the first blog posts that became John Dies at the End went up around 2000 or so, but were based on characters created in the mid-1990s). The first novel was written pseudonymously in an era before social media and this one was written by a man with over two million followers across the short video platforms TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and others (my username is JasonKPargin and I’ve become concerned that my obituary will have the phrase social media influencer in the first sentence). If you were alive during those three decades, you probably noticed that the cultural landscape has shifted erratically and it is all but impossible for a work of fiction not to be colored by that. John Dies at the End was conceived in the latter Clinton years (embracing the profane, anti-PC, “offend everyone equally” ethos of that era) and was completed amid the oppressive paranoia of the post-9/11 world. The second novel (This Book Is Full of Spiders) reflects the rural backlash and vicious cultural polarization of the Obama years. The third (What the Hell Did I Just Read) references the mid-2010s internet conspiracy culture that would later birth Pizzagate and QAnon. The fourth (If This Book Exists…) came about just as smartphone addiction was blowing society apart. I wrote this one after I got really sick from a seafood restaurant.

So while the series is episodic and none of my books end on cliffhangers, reading them in order can take you on another journey entirely. You will be following the meta-arc of an author who went from being an emotionally immature, sheltered twenty-year-old to an emotionally immature, sheltered fifty-year-old. I’ve written my way through five American presidents and seventeen different releases of Skyrim, each more disappointing than the last.

With all that in mind, I will now answer some common questions:


	“Was this the last book in the series?”I am under contract for a Book 6, so there will be another one unless some kind of disaster occurs and/or books are made illegal. These novels tend to come out every five years or so, which means if you’re reading this after 2031, you should go see if it exists (it’ll probably have a long and stupid title). As of this writing, that novel only consists of a single line in my “book notes” doc that reads, “THEY MEET AN OLD MAN NAMED GARTH FARTCARNIVAL.”


	“Why does it take so long? There are AI authors that can crank out a book this length in under a minute.”Well, these are not the only books I write. As I’m typing this, I’m working on Book 4 in the Zoey Ashe series of sci-fi thrillers (which, by the way, are significantly more critically acclaimed than this series). If you want to go read all of those, they are:

Futuristic Violence and Fancy Suits

Zoey Punches the Future in the Dick

Zoey Is Too Drunk for This Dystopia

If you’re seeing this in 2028, the fourth one is probably available (it’ll likely have the word Zoey in the title). I’ve also written a standalone novel called I’m Starting to Worry About This Black Box of Doom, a book some readers have described as “life-changing,” though they never specify if that change was for the better.


	“Will there ever be another John Dies at the End film? Or a TV show? Anything?”I remain confident that something will happen, someday (and maybe such a film or show exists by the time you read this!). The same goes for the Zoey TV series that has been in development off and on for the last decade. For every single book I have written, there have been meetings with studios, producers, networks, and platforms to try to convince them to spend millions of dollars bringing it to a screen. Some of these projects have gotten closer to the finish line than others but, as of this writing, nothing has been green-lit. Side note: Hollywood is 99 percent people having meetings about things that will never get made. That’s not even a criticism; meetings cost nothing and shooting even a low-budget film costs more money than I’ve made in my entire life.


	“Was (plot point/character in this book) an allegory for (real-world person or event)?”No. When I say fiction is colored by its era, I mean it in the sense that the behavior of the characters and the voice of the narrator cannot fully divorce themselves from that context. Lord of the Rings may not have been a direct allegory for the World Wars, but a Tolkien who didn’t serve at the Battle of the Somme doesn’t write those books (or at least, does not write them in the same way). So let me just put this in writing, now and forever: If I ever want to write about some specific real war or public figure, I will just explicitly write about them, using their actual names. I won’t go through some convoluted process by which I coyly encode them into a profane, slapstick crab battle like I’m hiding dog medicine in a wad of cheese.


	“Do you think you’ll ever settle down and write a serious book?”Don’t you understand that this is as serious as I can make them? This is the only way I know how to communicate. I don’t want to be like this, nobody does.




See you next time. For updates, just Google my name, I’ll probably be on whatever social media platforms still exist when you read this.
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